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ABSTRACT.
Pam Johnston Dahl-Helm
The historical record in Australia shows that the rights of equality most 
Australians assume cannot apply to Aboriginality. This inequality exists in 
academic research as it does in political and social areas. The assumptions 
that underlie the terms of academic discussion have had a constant impact 
on Aboriginality as a result of this inequality.
This work underpins current discussions of reconciliation with an investigation 
into issues of death and genocide through appropriation, caste and 
Aboriginal identity related to the Protection Act, as well as contemporary 
issues of relationship to land and its consequences.
Traditional Aboriginal culture and spirituality has within it Creation stories and 
the resultant Dreamings. The sacredness of these events are reiterated in the 
various Song Cycles which incorporate conception, life, and death, through 
story, song, sand or earthwork, painting and sound.
The work is structured as a Song Cycle with three sections: 
TRANSFORMATION(death) Appropriation, CONCEPTION(birth) Identity, 
TRANSITION(life) Land. Written and visual work are based on an oral 
tradition and start within personal memory and expand, through research, 
into those areas that impact on contemporary Aboriginality.
The first section, TRANSFORMATION(death) Appropriation, explores current 
issues of appropriation of Aboriginality and ideas of Aboriginal ownership 
with the development of the Copyright Act (Australia). The second section, 
CONCEPTION(birth) Identity, investigates the history and application of the 
Protection Act and the development of a contemporary Aboriginal identity 
as a result of this Act. The third section, TRANSITION(life) Land follows 
through traditional Aboriginal relationships to land and how dispossessed 
Aboriginality rediscovers those connections.
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INTRODUCTION.
My identity as an Aboriginal person has been questioned by both Aboriginal and non- 
Aboriginal people. My identity as an Aboriginal person has been rejected by both 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people. My identity as an Aboriginal person has been 
accepted by both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people. Thus I have an ambivalence 
regarding Aboriginality that needed to be explored - questions needed answers. In 
seeking those answers, I have come to my own understandings regarding Aboriginality 
and these understandings should be clear to the reader through both text and visual 
work.
The text exists to position the visual work in a particular way. The visual work does not 
exist to illustrate the text. The visual work exists, as does the text, in three sections. In the 
text, Section 1 is titled TRANSFORMATION(death) Appropriation, Section 2 is titled 
CONCEPTION(birth) Identity and Section 3 is titled TRANSITION(life) Land. In the visual 
work, the sections are titled TRANSFORMATION(death), CONCEPTlON(birth) and 
TRANSITION(life).
There is a certain inevitability in describing both visual work and text as a journey - so be 
it. The greater inevitability is in recognising and confronting a defined Aboriginal 
context and a stereotypical Aboriginality, yet remaining true to the notions of a life that is 
lived and a historical context that reflects an enormous diversity of Aboriginality. 
Aboriginality has many origins. There are so many "Aboriginal" positions: mine is but 
one.
The primary motivation for my work is that of an oral tradition. I re-enforce this tradition 
by incorporating narrative at both the beginning and end of each text section. Each 
story is a written part of the visual presentation. Each story's integrity rests in a web of 
"speaking." Its true veracity is in both the research and in the ORAL. Each story speaks 
to a network of lives, experiences, and histories.
The research is significant - it serves to place my work in a broader context. This context 
is academic and contemporary. The issues I allude to in both narrative and text are 
current and part of major contemporary discussion.
In the first section of the visual work, TRANSFORMATION(death), as in all sections of the 
visual work, wall works on paper are incorporated with sand paintina, text, and
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soundscape. I speak about a particular time when I was dealing with major illness and 
the understanding that I was going to die. Death and the landscape became 
intertwined with the pragmatic human functions of heartbeat, breathing and memory. 
Death became extremely elemental to me during this period: my choice was to develop 
this section as black and white work.
In the first section of the text TRANSFORMATION(death) Appropriation, an exploration of 
definitions, history, personal experiences and the effects of appropriation are explored. 
Life is often "appropriated" in effect, and another re-invented according to an alien 
perception. Appropriation in this way comes to represent death.
In the context of placing my work, and to relate its application to Aboriginality, I have 
extended the definition of appropriation to mean a form of death. I refer to particular 
experiences and travel that I have shared with some Aboriginal women, particularly 
Ruby Langford Ginibi, and some journeys we undertook back to her tribal country over 
a period of some years, in expanding an understanding of appropriation.
As a consequence of Aboriginal history in Australia, those rights of equality that most 
Australians assume cannot apply quantitatively to Aboriginality until there is clear and 
recognisable reconciliation. While this inequality exists, it exists across the board, not in 
isolated pockets. Thus, Aboriginal experiences of a contemporary Australian life, of an 
Australian history, are different from a non-Aboriginal experience of the same thing. The 
experiences of politics, music, relationships, art practice and application, through to art 
theory, have a different impact on Aboriginal life. I talk about these impacts and the 
history that leads to these differences in my text.
In giving the second section of my work the title CONCEPTION(birth) Identity, I am 
referring to an understanding of a contemporary Aboriginal identity. I refer in some 
detail to the Protection Act (1909) and its impact on various Aboriginal people and 
communities. I talk about the Aboriginal prison experience, and how over the decades 
these experiences have become woven into a concept of ourselves as Aboriginal 
people. I also examine how caste1 has effected perceptions of identity, and how those 
perceptions have informed contemporary "urban" Aboriginal art.
This history has had an impact on the birth of my identity as an Aboriginal person, just as 
it has, in my observations, on the birth of a contemporary Aboriginal Identity. Without 
an understanding of the Protection Act, and prison experiences, my work would 
essentially have no place to ao.
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With each section of the text, I start with a personal narrative that illustrates a definitive 
awareness that has resonated in my life. In this way I touch on how the imagination and 
childhood memories of an artist shape identity. I develop this narrative into my visual 
work where I use colour as an illustration of memory, and iconic imagery to illustrate the 
shaping of memory into metaphor. In the series CONCEPTION(birth), I include thirty-five 
works on paper which, through the development of both colour and shape, move from 
very dark, maroons, vivid reds, to gold: an effect of moving from darkness to light, from 
conception to birth.
In the third section of the text, TRANSITION(life) Land, I speak once again on a number of 
different experiences with older Aboriginal women with whom I am particularly close; 
with whom I enjoy a mother/daughter relationship. I explore these relationships, and 
other mother/daughter relationships, to examine oral history as a way back to 
Aboriginal connection to land. I also examine these relationships in terms of what they 
offer - love and nurturing - as a metaphor for a "spirit of the land" or "Mother," and 
illustrate how Aboriginality is defined by land, and how that definition gives both life and 
hope.
in presenting a notion of land as a place of belonging and home, it did not seem good 
enough to simply claim, from a distance, ancestral indigenous connections. In 
understanding exactly what those connections mean, I briefly examine the development 
of feminism and the New Left politics of the '60s and early '70s that offered many 
dispossessed urban Aboriginal people a way to re-identify with land.
With the visual work, I use as a start the same narrative that I use to start the section of 
the text. The narrative speaks on experiences I have had with various women 
throughout the world, and articulates those experiences that I have shared with them 
that tell me who they are and who I am in relation to them. The land is the central 
theme in each case. By using the narrative in both the researched text and the visual 
work, I weave both together.
The works in TRANSITION(life) are about the body and how we place it on the landscape 
- the spiritual context and the physical context - and how my illustrations and portraits of
particular women (the "old girls") become shaped as a metaphor for a spirit of the
land. In this way the aspect of each of the thirteen works involved in this part of the
exhibition incorporates both traditional Aboriginal and European landscape, and
reoresentations of mother love, both imposed and incorporated into landscape,
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patterning and totem, human and animal element, among other things. The works' 
intention is to appear simple at first glance. The complexity becomes apparent.
Each section I describe, TRANSFORMATION(death), CONCEPTION(birth), TRANSITION(life), 
feeds into the others. It can be imagined perhaps in terms of the flow from dead to 
living to renewal, birth, life and, once again death. I use the metaphor of a Song Circle 
to access the complexity and interlinking nature of these series of works. Each of the 
three sections of both the written text, and the visual works, contains elements of other 
parts of the work, while having the ability to be broken down and appreciated as 
separate parts within separate parts.
The structure of each of the three elements is that of a circle. This circle is defined by the 
wall works and a circle sandpainting in the centre. Within this circle, the view is 
surrounded by a rhythmic soundscape representing heart beat, blood, and breath.
The use of the circle is important to this reference:
"The circle is a spacial form . . . it permits an intimacy of face to face relations that no 
other form c a n . . . Thus, the circle reduces to a minimum the social as well as the 
physical separation of those who make it up; for a time it makes inappropriate, indeed 
obliterates, all other social categories; it concentrates a unified totality around a centre. 
In these ways it makes possible a unison towards a dominating object. ' *
The Song Circle is holistic and interconnected with the lives of those who are of it, and 
everything that has ever been before, and everything that will be. By including text, 
soundscape and sandpainting, a sense of ritual and ceremony is introduced that leads 
the viewers' sense of smell, hearing and breathing to be part of the viewing experience. 
Thus the physical self becomes part of the whole experience. The works themselves are 
a celebration of an understanding of significant life journeys that have a commonality in 
a specific twentieth century marginalisation of indigenousness, history, and identity. The 
initial step in this engagement is through the eyes and the intellect by stepping into this 
text. Being surrounded by the parts, I hope, gives a view, a "feeling" of belonging, of 
home, which touches on those ideas of spirituality that are much talked about in 
Aboriginal communities.
The initial title of the work was loosely "Aboriginal womens' spirituality." In both research 
work and visual work, it has been my intention to ground this notion in both a 
recoanisable history, and personal narrative. In doina so, I hope to also have defined
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some shored humanity and hope. To be able to talk about identity, culture land and 
belonging, and spirituality illustrates hope and renewal, which are continuing great 
themes for all humanity.
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TRANSFORMATION(death)... ABOUT A 
BROTHER.
Over a year has passed since Stephen died. I got the 
telephone call on Friday morning. The hospital said to 
come up - he was not expected to last beyond midday. 
When I arrived he was conscious... drifting in and out of 
... what...sleep?
I saw that his lips were dry and cracked. I started putting 
water on his mouth with my fingers. They told me not to 
bother - that the water would just lie on his chest. He 
sucked my fingers desperately and showed with his eyes 
that he wanted the water. Although death was in the 
room, it was the life that I picked up on. He was not 
dead yet.
His breathing was heavy - desperate. He would gasp 
and stop ... for 5-10 seconds ... then the lungs would pull 
more air in. I kept on waiting for that next breath. Has 
he gone? It went on all that long afternoon. People 
kept coming in and out. Has he gone? Has he gone? 
Each breath drawn and caught was like a moment in 
eternity. I was standing on the edge of an abyss with 
him. We both felt I would be with him soon. We were 
on the edge of that moment between life and death.
Here was the answer to ... everything we thought. With 
each laboured breath we had a lifetime together. With 
each laboured breath he was reborn. His life started 
then and we met for the first time. With each laboured 
breath we had a lifetime of perfection. With each 
laboured breath we shared nirvana.
I remember last January he was up for the long weekend - 
cooking mud cake at 3 am. He was irrepressible. He'd 
always been irrepressible. How many times had I told him 
to shut up? He talked about fucking cowboys in the 
back paddock. "No," I'd say, "not him." He'd look at 
me slyly, and say "yes ... and a great fuck too." He was 
Mr Drummer 1991 with his leather harness and pleased-as- 
punch grin. Finally the centre of attention. I whispered 
these memories to him and he looked into my eyes. He 
was gasping now ... gasping... rattling... gasping. 
Cheyne-Stoking it is called. The body drowns in its own 
fluids. His eyes popped open ... he winked and kissed ... 
then he softly let out air. Gone. Just like that.
Marie rang and I took the call. She wanted to know 
everything. I could not talk. I looked at his dead face. 
Kim was sobbing. I looked at his dead face. He was 
beautiful. I knew he was all right. His dead face was a 
gift... the final release from a miserable sick body. Did I 
say goodbye? Did I say goodbye? We only just seemed
to  h n v fl m ot
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I walked down Oxford Street and felt nothing. Went to 
the funeral - spoke the eulogy - felt nothing. Let people 
know - talked - felt nothing. Went up to Coochiemudlow 
where we lit a circle of candles in the tide. Goodbye 
Steve. The candles flickered - kept alight. Go you 
bastard, go! He never knew when to leave. I cried all 
night. I'm glad he died - AIDS made his life miserable 
and I hated him miserable. I'm sad that he died - 1 
promised I'd never forget him. How can I? I watched 
him die. Death was such a gentle and beautiful release. 
He was the first person I walked to the doors of death 
with. I loved him.
Over a year has passed since my younger brother died ... 
only a few weeks after Steve. My sisters and brothers 
cried to each other over the telephone. Now we could 
never be together as a family circle. We were only just 
starting to get to know each other. My baby brother - 
wild child. Lost and hopeless in and out of hospital with 
a “blue" heart. The first institution, a hospital. Lost and 
hopeless in and out of gaol. A car ran into his motorbike 
once and broke his leg. That did not stop him from 
jumping off his bike to punch the shit out of the car. That 
complicated his leg fracture. The leg finally had to be 
amputated. He got pots of compensation which he 
spent immediately. While he was at my place he got a 
call to say more compensation had come. He was 
annoyed and racked his brains working out what to 
spend it on. “Give it to me", I said but he did not.
He broke his other leg and arm riding a motor bike. He 
shot his eye out by accident while cleaning a gun with his 
arm broken. The torso, we called him. There was not 
much of him left. He spent his life in hospitals and 
institutions with that bad heart. What do you do with the 
lost and broken hearted? Was he dead before he was 
born? Death came to my broken brother. He said, “we 
all got to die sis."
Over a year has passed since my dear friend said “Guess 
what? It's a brain tumour!" I have never heard anyone 
so happy to have a brain tumour. Finally after two years 
of craziness and illness and total depression - an answer. 
How could they have missed it? The night before the 
operation holding hands - looking into each other's eyes. 
Will we meet tomorrow? Death spun around us - we each 
held death's hand and spun together in a slow circle.
Will we meet tomorrow or “ in the sweet by'n'by lordie"? 
She woke wrapped in bandages, critical. Will we meet 
again? "Australia's winning the cricket Clell" said Gaz. 
She gave the thumbs up. We'll meet.
Over a year has passed since my death sentence 
became life again for me. Over a year has passed since 
I resuscitated my dead love and allowed myself a future 
again. Over a year has passed since I was told “ it's 
secondaries and it's hopeless." Over a year has passed 
since mv doctor died of leukemia. Over a vear has
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passed since Ruby rang with the news that she had 
cancer. Over a year has passed - how did I bear it?
Over a year has passed since I learnt that a minute before 
death we are perfect. In facing death we can be 
everything we want to be. I was there - 1 know. My 
friends were there - we know. The minute before death is 
a lifetime. I was there, I know.
Death asked me to dance. Death offered me a hand. I 
stepped forward and took it. Death drew me near and 
we did a slow waltz around life. Death held me closer 
and closer. Death whispered in my ear seductively. I 
longed to lie down with Death, to make the sweet and 
peaceful love of oblivion. Death was a g if t ... but life 
was... sexier? Death smiled and waited. I spin... I 
laugh... I sing... Move... I see Death waiting by the 
door. Death waits while I dance with life. Life smiles at 
Death. They are one and the same. What is one without 
the other? The old ones say that everything has a use-by 
date. They mean the animals, the plants, the rocks and 
the humans. Yeah, they're right. I understand it now 
but mv blood is too hot and red.
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DEFINITIONS OF AN UNDERSTANDING OF APPROPRIATION,
Life is often "appropriated" in effect, and another re-invented according to an alien 
perception. Appropriation in this way comes to represent death. Issues of appropriation 
have come to inform every area of my work and my life. The question I have to 
constantly ask is "what is mine?" Where did my own observations and experiences fit into 
a pattern of other peoples' lives I was moving through? How could I articulate my own 
experiences? How could I develop my own visual language without appropriating as I 
came to understand it, and what did appropriation mean to me?
In the context of placing my work, I have extended the definition of appropriation, a spirit 
of it if you like, to mean a form of death in relation to its applications to Aboriginality. As 
a consequence of Aboriginol history in Australiq, those rights of equality that most 
Australians assume cannot apply quantitatively to Aboriginality until clear and 
recognisable reconciliation is gained. While this inequality exists, it exists across the 
board. Where theory based arts and philosophical discussion takes place, as it does 
frequently, those underpinnings that define the parameters of the discussion have a 
different impact on Aboriginality.
In this way, what becomes a discussion, an essay, an article, a television show, a 
photograph, or whatever, on identity or a representation of race, say, becomes in effect 
an "appropriation" of a life if that life does not exist in the history and the context or the 
fact of that discussion.
As we are talking of Aboriginality in Australia, this has happened as I have described. 
Aboriginal people, including myself, have been attempting to learn about self from this 
alien model. Realisation that the model itself is an appropriation brings its own death 
and re-invention. Thus colonisation takes on its next army. Colonisation does not stop 
with an awareness of its existence. Colonisation stops because it is destroyed - defeated.
Appropriation of Aboriginal voice becomes a way of representing Aboriginality that lacks 
truth, a "death" of self-representation. Appropriation of imagery becomes a way of 
diminishing spirituality, another "death" of an internal self, a colonisation of the soul.
Appropriation has been a large part of post-modern discussion in Australia since the mid 
eighties. In terms of understanding appropriation as it is applied to the visual arts, Martha 
Buskirk savs:
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"Appropriation is generally understood as a method that uses recontextualisation as a 
critical strategy. In theory, when an artist places a familiar image in a new context, the 
manoeuvre forces the viewer to reconsider how different contexts affect meaning and to 
understand that ali meaning is socially constructed. In legal circles, however, the term 
'appropriation' carries strong negative connotations, signifying, essentially theft or 
piracy. "3
Thus appropriation is put into a legal context, first and foremost, which in turn introduces 
discussion on copyright and our understanding of copyright in relation to appropriation.
Copyright deals with ownership of art as private property. To work out "ownership" one 
has to have an owner and the copyright law has a specific definition of the "owner" as 
the "original creator."4 The Copyright Law as it has applied to areas of art has been 
found wanting and much discussion has been generated in recent years, particularly since 
appropriation has become part of art practice.
In discussion of this area of appropriation and copyright, I want to identify two strands, 
which, while they may be philosophically opposed, end up producing a similar disjunction 
between the fields of law and culture. The first of these is the concept of authorship which 
appears to be why there have been calls for the introduction of moral rights law; the 
other is the "post-modern" discussion of authorship that is taken to justify the practice of 
appropriation.
The 1988 Copyright Law Review Committee's Report on Moral Rights, says:
"Australia should embrace the concept that the law protecting the copyright of authors 
will not be complete unless it confers right which protect not only the author's economic 
interests, but also confers rights which recognise and preserve his or her personality. *
What is suggested by such a position is that change within the copyright field should be 
driven by an attempt to provide a legislative mechanism that fully represents the author as 
a complete human subject, that maps the figure of the author constructed by the law 
onto some already existing authorial personality outside the legal framework. Without a 
moral rights component, the law is taken to inadequately reflect the true nature of 
authorship, while introducing this element is taken to be in keeping with a gradual, but 
necessary, movement towards the law's completion. In some historical accounts of 
coovriaht, the development of the law is constructed as a Iona and difficult struaale for a
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slow recognition of author's rights, as if these rights always existed as an element in a 
collection of eternal "human rights."6 In other contexts, the basis for such rights is identified 
in the theoretical argument of a particular philosopher (Kant) or aesthetic movement 
(Romanticism), with the implication that this philosophical position has somehow correctly 
identified the "truth of authorship" to which the law must conform. Even when other 
forces are identified as having a key role in shaping the law, a philosophical justification 
still seems necessary. For example, in concluding his account of the struggle over 
copyright in eighteenth century England, Mark Rose notes:
"Indeed, the romantic elaboration o f such notions as originality, organic form, and the 
work of art as the expression of the unique personality of the artist was in a sense the 
necessary completion of the economic and political transformation that occurred during 
the copyright struggle.
Significantly, it is just such a philosophical concept of authorship that is the target of the 
"post-modern" critique of copyright law. Having noted the apparent link between 
eighteenth century "cultural theory" and the law of copyright. Rose suggests that 
contemporary theory now poses problems for the philosophical foundations of copyright:
"Originality, the necessary and enabling concept that underlies the notion of the 
proprietary author, is at best a problematic term in current thought, which stresses rather 
the various ways in which, as it is often put. language speaks through man. Where does 
one text end and another begin? What current literary thought emphasises is that texts 
permeate and enable each other, and from this point of view the notion of distinct 
boundaries between texts, a notion crucial to the operation of the modern system of 
literary property, becomes difficult to sustain.
What we have then, is a clear disjunction between the dominant view of the author as 
the individual expressive origin of text - the author whose relationship to their work is direct 
and personal - and the recent theoretical rethinking of that view. Within the post-modern 
framework, "the category of the author is seen at least in part, as a theoretical and 
historical error. "9 The key point, however, is that artists do not hide their copying of existing 
imagery, for the referent in post-modern art is no longer "nature" but the closed system of 
fabricated signs that make up our environment.10 This practice involves more than simply 
treating the world of signs as if it were "nature."
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Rather than the Romantic expressive model of authorship, contemporary theory argues 
that the author is not the source of the work, for "every text is eternally written here and 
now," as Roland Barthes put it in his highly influential essay "The Death of the Author":
"We know now that a text is not a line of words releasing a single "theological" meaning 
(the 'message' of the Author-God) but a multidimensional space in which a variety of 
writings, none of them original, blend and clash. The text is a tissue of quotations drawn 
from the innumerable centres of culture. " "
Such a view clearly distances the author from the work. There is no longer any 
"authorised" original; instead, each work is constantly being reproduced as a new 
original at its point of reception. It is this view of authorship that gives the theoretical 
justification for appropriation in the visual arts. At its most extreme, this practice simply 
involves the reproduction and representation of one artist's work by another, while in 
other contexts only part of a work might be appropriated, or the material appropriated 
may fall outside the copyright framework.
We are looking at two philosophical views of copyright law, one based on a romantic’2 
view of the expressive author as the organic origin of the text, the other based on a view 
that there can be no originality, that all texts are simply a "tissue of quotations." In one, 
copyright is held up against an ideal of authorship, and found wanting, incomplete. In 
the other, copyright law is taken to be based on an erroneous view of authorship, one 
that turns our common culture into private property, that not only fixes the meaning of 
texts, but also restricts their circulation.
A major difference in understanding Aboriginal ownership of artwork, and ownership 
under Copyright Law, is that under Copyright Law the individual creator has a property 
right of ownership, whereas Aboriginal rights of ownership are based collectively with 
"custodians" rather than "owners." Therefore to take Aboriginal imagery without 
permission, from custodians, and re-present it in another context, causes deep offence 
under Aboriginal law. "What is mine" becomes a complex negotiation of custom and 
law for individual contemporary Aboriainal artists.
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OWNERSHIP UNDER ABORIGINAL LAW.
Under Aboriginal law, the rights in artistic works are owned collectively.13 Only certain 
artists are permitted within a community to depict certain designs, with such rights based 
on status within the group. The right to depict a design does not mean that the artist may 
permit the reproduction of a design. This right to reproduce or re-depict would depend 
on permission being granted by the community owners of the rights in the design.14
The community owners of a design under Aboriginal law retain the right to permit 
reproductions of designs which belong to their group.15 Any rights granted by the artist 
who created the design to make a reproduction of it are granted pursuant to licence of 
the traditional owners. The artist would need to consult with and get the permission of 
these owners of the rights before agreeing to anyone else reproducing a design.16 
Applying copyright principles to the problem, it may be said that the traditional owners of 
designs have an equitable interest in the copyright in such designs, insofar as they, and 
not the legal owners of copyright per se, have the right to permit the reproduction of such 
designs or refuse permission. The traditional owners of rights do not have a legal interest 
in copyright in the absence of an assignment of copyright from the copyright owner to the 
traditional owners (Section 196 Copyright Act)17. Who then owns a story?
In the period 1989 to 1993,1 drove my adoptive mother Ruby Langford Ginibi back to her 
country, Bundjalung country. The Bundjalung lands extend down as far as Grafton in 
New South Wales and up to around Gympie in Queensland, and inland as far as 
Tenterfield. The Bundjalung lands are intersected by the mighty Richmond and Grafton 
Rivers.
I write in another section of Dirrangan, the witchwoman of Tooloom scrub in Bundjalung 
country, and how the stories go describing her creation of these two rivers.
Ruby Langford Ginibi and I made four major journeys back to Bundjalung country, visiting 
the six big missions, Box Ridge Mission, Cabbage Tree Island, Bonalbo, Mulli Mulli mission, 
Baryulgil, and Tablulum. Ruby documents these journeys in her book, Mv Bundjalung 
People, published in 1994.18
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I went along on these trips, first of all, to drive Ruby as she wanted me to; and following 
from that, to record all conversations by tape, keep diaries, photograph, and generally 
document whatever I needed a  wanted to.
During these journeys back to Ruby Langford Ginibi's country, Bundjalung country, I met 
many people and heard many stories. The history of the Bundjalung people unfolded 
before my very eyes and I was seeing it and hearing it and living it from the people who 
were there, who belonged to that history, including Ruby Langford Ginibi. The events as 
they unfolded were part of a day to day life of the Bundjalung people. They carried 
these stories around while they shopped, while they ate, while they sat.
I spent time with Uncle Mick Walker and Aunty Mary Walker who live at Tabulum Mission. 
They are not my blood relatives in the European way where someone called "aunty" is a 
sister of one's mother or father. We call them Aunty, or Uncle, or Granny, as a sign of 
respect and acknowledgement of status in terms of both age and knowledge.
Uncle Mick and Aunty Mary were fluent in the Bundjalung language (lingo) and were 
concerned about not only passing the language on to the next generation, but also, how 
it could be kept, or recorded. At that time. Uncle Mick had an offer to go to an interstate 
university to record the language. His biggest concern was how the language would be 
"owned." Uncle Mick saw the language as belonging to the Bundjalung people, as did 
Ruby and Aunty Mary. They saw it as having developed from that land as it unfolded. If 
a person lives in the desert, say, there are many words for sand, as it is all around. There 
are cold sands and hot sands and smooth sands and rough sands and sand dunes and 
sand hills and sand holes and wet sands and shifting sands. There are ways the sand 
affects your skin and your nostrils. Sand becomes an integral part of your language and 
awareness if you are a person from the sand. The sand and the language become 
intertwined as sand references become more subtle and sophisticated. Those intricacies 
become part of the "telling" of who you are and where you come from. The words for 
sand would never develop in the snow country. How many sorts of sand are there in the 
snow country? As well, how many sorts of snow words are needed in the desert?
In the same way, Bundjalung language developed according to the land itself. The 
Bundjalung language developed from the stories that came from the land and the needs 
of the people as they spoke on that land. Through daily use, daily talking, through the 
centuries, millenniums, the language and the people and the land became inextricably 
linked. Each one keeps the other alive through daily use. Uncle Mick Walker wondered
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often that if he recorded the Bundjalung language at the interstate university, then who 
would own that language?
The history of the Bundjaiung people was one of suffering and dispossession, among 
other things. Not many Bundjalung people knew or spoke the Bundjalung language. 
Would it be that if the language was stored at the interstate university, that university 
would not only study this language, but learn it? Would it be that this university would 
become expert in the Bundjalung language? Would it be then that they would come 
back to Bundjalung country as the experts of the Bundjalung language and perhaps 
teach the Bundjalung people the language? Would it be that they would correct those 
old people who still spoke the Bundjalung language? These were some of the 
considerations that Uncle Mick Walker and Aunty Mary Walker and Ruby Langford Ginibi 
mulled over.
Storing the language might be a good thing but the risk of it being appropriated was a 
real consideration for the people of the Bundjalung lands. It would be best, some 
suggested, if it was just spoken day to day. It would be best, some suggested, if the old 
people went into the schools, as the Maori women did in New Zealand, and taught the 
children their language.19 It would be best, some suggested, if they tried to hold these 
fragments of who they are and where they come from to themselves. It would be best, 
some suggested, if the colonisers took no more.
Then the questions were asked - who would ask permission to go into the schools? Would 
that permission be given? Who would drive the old people to the schools? Who would 
pay for the petrol? Who would pay for the food? The old people need to eat. Who 
would pay?20 It was not that simple to use the children as storehouses of their own 
language. It was not that simple to extend the language as part of a living culture. It 
took time and expertise and support and money. It needed a power base and 
credibility. These were a dispossessed, marginalised, poverty stricken group of people 
with no power base and no access to minimal organisation resources. Their economic 
base was the old age pension. They were not equal in the world they inhabited.
Looking at it this way, the language was lost to the children before they could even start. 
The interstate university had all the resources to make sure that the language was not lost, 
including the aeroplane fare and the accommodation. There was a feeling of despair 
by the time this stage of the discussion was reached. The old people saw, in a sense, their 
language being "taken," or appropriated if you will. Would the interstate university, or 
the Government for that matter, move all those resources thev were offerina to
Bundjalung country and let the Bundjalung people run the project? Much as the 
Bundjalung elders understood the need to expand that greater pool of human 
knowledge that is the ideal of the academic world, they also knew what had happened 
to their people to lead them to this point.
We talked about the New Zealand experience of language as it had been told to me.
The old Maori ladies had decided that if they could set up pre-schools where the tiny 
children went and talk to them in Maori and teach that language to the little children in 
the school as well as in the home, then that language, the Maori language, would not 
die.21 The Maori ladies went into the pre-schools and the little children became so good 
at their language that the programme of visiting older Maori women teaching the 
children their language was followed through into the primary schools. The language 
was available to all the children in the school but particularly to the Maori children. After 
a time the Maori children became so good at their language that it became a high 
school subiect that thev could take.
23
OWNERSHIP OF LANGUAGE WITH A COMPARISON OF THE MAORI 
f x p f r if n c f
Following the development of the teaching of the Maori language through pre-school, 
junior school and secondary schools, there was thorough documentation, recording and 
curriculum development. Maori language became a university subject that any tertiary 
student could study. By the time this was the case, it was an advantage to know Maori in 
New Zealand. The Maori population is increasing day by day and many Maoris speak 
their language at home and at school.22
Flowever, the old ladies who started the whole process in the late '60s and early '70s are 
constantly corrected on their language by young non-Maori students and experts who 
have studied the Maori language at university.23 As in Australia with Aboriginal people, 
the Maori people of New Zealand have been disadvantaged in many ways since 
invasion and are nowhere near as well represented in the tertiary education areas as non- 
Maori people. The question was asked by the Maori ladies, who now owns the Maori 
language then?24
I was researching for my Doctorate in Creative Arts as everyone was aware, and knew 
that these experiences would be part of my research considerations. Observing these 
discussions among many other events, ethical issues to do with my own appropriation of 
these events became paramount.
These discussions did not happen over a day. They happened over a period of four or 
five years. The discussions in relation to the practice, preservation and ownership of the 
Bundjalung language had been going on for at least two hundred years prior to this, so 
in every way I was a very late entrant into the conversations.25
Following some of these discussions. Ruby Langford Ginibi decided to name each of her 
chapters for the area we moved through, not in the European way, but in the Bundjalung 
way. In every way, she decided to use her people's lingo (language) as the reference 
point, rather than the European way. Thus "goin' home" becomes yarmbellah; 
jengwallah in place of "talk too much", instead of “grandfather", nuguthung. In the 
communities it is said, iananaalee, "all stand toqether", and nulainaah instead of the
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English, "belong to us", nungars, meaning “mine" and so on. In this way Ruby both 
practices and extends her language and, most importantly, claims it for her people.
Similarly, some years prior to this I had curated an exhibition from the Moree area. I had 
been visiting that area regularly, finding my roots. The European name for that area was 
Kamileroi but as I was speaking with the old people everywhere, they called the people of 
that area, my mother's people, "Gomileroi" with the "gom" part of it very short and soft. 
We decided to call that exhibition "The Gomileroi Mob" after I had thoroughly 
investigated this slight variation between the name as it was spoken amongst my mother's 
people, and the name as it was written in academic tracts.26 The Gomileroi people 
whom I consulted were happy to see a phonetic structure that represented "their" w ad  
and "them," rather than an alien sound and spelling. Thus in small ways both Ruby and I 
claim our language and our land.
In this situation in Bundjalung country, effectively every day in every way, the story 
belonged to Ruby and the Bundjalung people. As much as I expressed opinions and 
was part of all those discussions, as I am finally part of that book, none of it "belonged" 
to me. By this I mean that I could not go off and interpret or represent my view, or a view 
of any sort. The reason that I felt this was that I had the resources and access to forums 
and areas that these old people did not have, and therefore had greater "power" in a 
world where all knowledge is power. I could effectively "own" their knowledge if I was 
not very careful. It could either be an intentional or unintentional act.
Whatever I did, it would become a defacto representation of the Bundjalung people.
The feelings, events, opinions, the language that I was part of would become the fact of 
the event. The reason for this was that I was documenting and studying. However, my 
view ultimately was that this research as a body could be "owned" by me, or not. I had 
a choice. No matter how much I was part of the discussion, I would always be an 
observer. I
I emphasise here that I was not a Bundjalung woman. My adoptive mother, Ruby 
Langford Ginibi, was, as were all the people whose lives I was part of over this time. 
However, their lives were not my life to take, or interpret. Thus, as much as I was 
approached for interviews, comments, stories and so on by the media and by various 
institutes, I have always refused to directly speak on issues relating to Ruby Langford 
Ginibi's book but refer those enquiries on to Ruby herself. Because of my looks which 
were light, not dark, and because of my way of speaking and presenting myself, I knew 
that many of these oraanisations and institutions found me more acceptable and less
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confronting than the actual people whose story it was. Thus racism pervades our lives 
and ownership of knowledge is appropriated and re-invented.
The point of our journeys was that Ruby Langford Ginibi could document and tell the 
history of the Bundjalung people. I was there and able to hear and be part of these 
incredible and amazing events, because she was a daughter of that country, and known. 
The story had not been told in their own words and she could tell it. So they talked to her.
It is true that many non-Aboriginal people had come to observe many aspects of the 
Bundjalung people. There was an event that Ruby and I experienced where a post­
graduate student presented herself. Among other pieces of information she felt we 
should know, she informed us that the Bundjalung language and culture, according to 
her studies, was dead and gone. However, she was researching and building an 
information and resource base so she could teach Aboriginal studies. Ruby quickly put 
her in her place.27 If she had not done so I often wonder if this research would have 
become academic fact despite the fact that the old people spoke Bundjalung and many 
knew or were learning their culture and history, not ten minutes away from where this 
person addressed us.
I could only misrepresent, whatever my knowledge or good intentions were at that 
particular time, because my voice would exist where the Bundjalung people's voice did 
not exist. My presentations, my views, I repeat, would be a de facto representation of 
Bundjalung in every way. There was no representation of Bundjalung art or culture in any 
of the major towns in the area. Driving up the north coast of New South Wales at that 
time, it would have been quite difficult to find out anything about the Aboriginal people 
of that area. They were all but invisible apart from their physical presence in the towns. 
There were many European histories of the area recording all facets of the experience 
over the two centuries of living in that country. There were many public and private art 
galleries and libraries right up and down that area. There were bookshops and gift shops 
and tourist centres but no public Aboriginal presence. It was clear at a glance who was 
considered a priority in that area. The Aboriginal people of the Bundjalung lands had no 
voice. No-one was listening to their story - they were talking to themselves.
Since that time. Ruby Langford Ginibi has completed her book, as have a number of 
other Bundjalung people. Bundjalung people have developed a strong presence, since 
the conversations I have described, in the part of northern New South Wales which is 
Bundjalung country. Things are improving and I believe that Bundjalung people, thanks 
to such people as Rubv Lanaford Ginibi amona manv others, are findina a voice.
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Because that voice is not yet the dominant voice, even in their own country, it is still fragile. 
It is like an almost extinct species. It survives and is strong in its own environment; 
however the environment that feeds it is like a delicate flower that cannot weather too 
many more storms.
Ruby Langford Ginibi observed her people at Box Ridge Mission living in Third World 
conditions and that has not changed over the years.28 As well, as in the rest of New South 
Wales, Bundjalung people are represented disproportionately in our prison system, and 
are very unrepresented in educational institutes in that area. The babies and the old 
people are much sicker than they need be and still have greater difficulty receiving 
medical attention due to such issues as needing cars and money to pay for petrol to get 
into town. Bundjalung people still have their economic power base centred on the 
welfare system despite the fact that many Aboriginal owned small business developments 
are beginning to flourish in the area.
My belief is that Bundjalung people still have to be heard and acknowledged in their own 
voice, in their own words, if they are ultimately to own their own lives and culture. Only in 
this way can Bundjalung people begin to have power and equality among all 
Australians. At the height of the second wave of feminism Lucy Lippard wrote;
"The greaiest political contribution of feminism to the visual arts has been a necessary first 
step - the introduction and expansion of the notion o f autobiography and narrative ritual 
and performances,  women's history and women's work as ways to retrieve content 
without giving up form. "39
Thus the significance of personal narratives on perceptions, context and history has been 
articulated in feminist theory as a way for women saying who they are, of "owning" 
ourselves and our history.30 Lucy Lippard's statement could be addressed to the issues 
that were raised for me by my travels into Bundjalung country. My concerns were that I 
would be "stealing" lives and history and representing them for my own purposes, no 
matter how well intentioned they were, if that first person narrative was not made by the 
"expert" that we all referred to. The autobiography had to exist outside, not internally. I 
am not Bundjalung. Bundjalung is not my story. It is not who I am.
At the time of writing I am able to refer to that personal narrative as "expert" as it has 
become available through print, cultural centre, and first person permission. The tapes 
themselves are now documented and stored in the State Library. I have held myself 
accountable for every word and text to those Bundjalung people whose lives I comment
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on. I remind the reader often, that I am the observer; the footnote texts of Bundjalung 
authors are the authority, the owners of this story.
However, the issue of appropriation continues. When does a life, a conversation, an 
event, a history, an image, a painting, become your own? When do you cease to be an 
observer, an interpreter? The ethical issues relating to appropriation continue for me to 
this day. These issues are not so much issues of the historical right of creativity and 
imagination so much as new issues that must be embraced in ethics and philosophy.
In Australia, currently, these ethical issues present a whole new arena of understanding 
that has significant end results in a just and equitable reconciliation of Aboriginal and 
non-Aboriginal Australians. By continually placing discussions of appropriation in a 
creative or legalistic framework, there is an ongoing denial of a history of Aboriginal 
people, who are not equal in this country due to the very history that is denied in much of 
the discussion. That is not to say that the creative or legal context of discussion is not 
significant. It clearly is to both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Australians. The substance 
of appropriation is an issue of power, of taking even more from those who have been 
dispossessed by the dominant society.
However the discourse from the Aboriginal point of view involves those attitudes relating 
to our oppressed, dispossessed and alienated people, colonised but not beaten, and 
holding on to what is left in order to have life. Without that point of view which 
acknowledges ongoing history and the consequences of that, these appropriations 
become a living death for Aboriginal people.
Pat Torres, an Aboriginal author from Western Australia, said at the 1994 Feminist Writers 
Festival in Melbourne:
'We are the custodians of our own culture,  not the researchers and the academics. We 
are not dead. We are alive and we must hold our culture in our own hands to 
understand our own identity and have power over it. /<3(
It is both an exciting and delicate time for Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people. While 
we all will make terrible mistakes in this ongoing discussion, in terms of hope and 
reconciliation, there are some perspectives that are known. Thus we can make a choice. 
Ignoring that knowledge results in those awful breakdowns of trust and goodwill that may 
set these reconciliations back decades. If I am to have that sort of ongoing
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accountability, my imagery is part of this continuing discourse which is not static, taking in 
as it does those emerging ethical notions of appropriation as they apply to Aboriginality.
Contemporary Aboriginal experience is constantly changing according to the 
circumstances affecting daily life as it is lived and voices and stories as they become 
current. I see myself as very much part of this significant discourse and that is what has 
informed the development of my visual works.
During these trips to Bundjalung country I was given permission to photograph and 
document pretty much as I saw fit. It was then agreed that I would approach Richard 
Maude at Lismore Regional Gallery to see if we could organise an exhibition of these 
photographs to be called "A Journey Into Bundjalung Country."
The development of this work allowed me to continue my understanding of the ethical 
issues of appropriation. My photographic images had already been directed to a 
degree in this way. At the various missions, families would pull out old and scrappy 
photographs taken by mission managers of various individuals and groups of Bundjalung 
people. These people would stand in places and in ways that they did not normally.
They were in clothes that they did not usually wear and the photographer in every case 
was a stranger. These Aboriginal people stared directly into the camera as they were 
directed to by the photographer. The photographs were heart gripping, wretched, and 
sad. They did not show a day to day life, relationships, or place. I was asked to just get 
on and take the photographs and not get too many people posing because posing 
made them feel awkward and stupid, AND they wanted the photographs to be in colour 
and big, not too many black and whites.
As you can imagine, there were many problems to be solved, none of them technical.
The problems were those of visual representation.32 After all, however much I say the story 
was not mine, it was my eye that was going to be looking at these people. These were 
Aboriginal people like me, it is true, but once again, I am not Bundjalung. The many 
issues related to the photographic representation of Aboriginal people of the preceding 
decades are part of what I had to take on board in terms of my visual representations ,33 I
I resolved right from the start to let those I pointed the camera at know that I was doing it. 
Wherever there was a shout, "take one of us Pammy," I madly focussed and clicked. I 
was desperate to get it right, but get it! I was constantly in the physical centre of that 
discourse I mentioned earlier. My creative decisions were directed by both ethical
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decisions of ownership, as well as by my daily relationship with those whom I was 
involved.
I resolved as well to always take photographs in the company of such people as Ruby 
Langford Ginibi, Aunty Eileen Morgan at Box Ridge Mission, along with Aunty Patsy 
Morgan and Uncle Tubby Bolt at Cabbage Tree Island, Aunty Millie Boyd and Tita Gertie 
Williams at Mulli Mulli Mission, Granny Long among others at Baryulgil, and Aunty Mary 
Walker and Uncle Mick Walker at Tabulum. The reason I did this was to increase 
awareness and hold myself accountable as much as possible. I had ample chance to 
wander by myself and satisfy my own composition and aesthetic requirements. However, 
the question here for me was, how do I represent these people photographically?
I recognised that I could not do it by myself. Not because I was not able to technically, 
but because whatever I did was accountable to history. Whether I like it or not, I was, 
through my photography, representing lives that lived in a time and a place and a history 
that was not my own. I also had to recognise that at that time they had no voice and no 
audience.
As I developed and printed each roll of film, I gave copies to Ruby Langford Ginibi and 
sent copies back to each of the communities as they became available. It cost me a 
fortune! However, the cost was not the issue. That was, simply, the dollar value. I had to 
pay it. The greater, and thus the more significant value, was that the development of a 
consultative process had an inbuilt acknowledgement of both history and ownership.
For the exhibition, rather than placing one photograph per frame, I chose three, four or 
five per frame. Thus incorporated into each frame was a more whole story, if you like, 
showing people talking, moving, sitting, reading, eating. In this way I felt that lives could 
be observed as interlinking, and current, with surroundings, clothing and utensils, that were 
"true" to a day to day life. I wanted to show a living people, a living culture integrated 
into the lives and times of that area right then, in the present. I showed people in each 
community the order and intent of this framing before framing was completed. I 
constantly consulted with Ruby, whose story it ultimately was. Along with these 
photographs, I developed a catalogue that was not just a list of the works. In fact the 
works were not listed. More photographs were included in this catalogue along with 
page by page stories related to the photographs.34
In as many ways as I possibly could, I organised this exhibition so that it was impossible for 
each visual work to be separated from a whole story. The visual works could not be
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separated and thus re-contextualised in any way. My concern was that lives and stories 
could not be "appropriated." i was aware that these photographs and the access that I 
had to be able to do them was unique and extraordinary. I was aware that because the 
Bundjalung people's voice was not part of the big voice of this country, I felt at this stage 
that their lives could be so easily "stolen" and re-presented for other purposes through my 
photographs.
The exhibition itself opened in July 1991 following much pre-opening publicity and 
discussion.35 Bundjalung people came to the exhibition opening from every part of that 
country. It was moving to me that this exhibition was very much claimed as their own. 
Aunty Eileen Morgan sat beside the photographs of herself and went to great lengths to 
let everyone know it was her and what it was about. Ruby Langford Ginibi, who was 
represented in most of the photographs, was also telling her story to the many people 
there. The children from the Baryulgil school grabbed peoples' hands and dragged 
everyone to their photographs to explain who was who and what they were doing.
Uncle Mick Walker, Uncle Tubby (Henry) Bolt, and Ruby Langford Ginibi opened the 
exhibition.
It was the first time Bundjalung people had been represented at the Lismore Regional 
Gallery and the first time any of these Aboriginal people had been inside the Regional 
Gallery, although most of them had lived in the region all their lives.36 Since that time 
there have been many Bundjalung art and cultural events, not just in Lismore, but right up 
as far as the Gold Coast and further. In the European way of things, the exhibition would 
have been presented as my series of photographs and my story. I was very much in the 
background in this case. If that exhibition had been presented in the usual way that 
exhibitions are presented, then I would have "appropriated" the Bundjalung story, and 
those lives that I had come to know and love. For me, it was done in the right way, and 
those dear people let me know it was so as well.
I arranged for that series of photographs to be permanently stored at the Lismore 
Regional Gallery. I also arranged that no-one could have access to this collection, part 
or whole, without my written permission. When I am contacted about this collection I am 
then very much directed by the people of Bundjalung country. My reasons for this are 
that although the photographs as objects are very much mine in both an artistic and 
physical sense, the story they tell and the lives they represent ARE NOT MINE.
My understanding of "knowledge" and "research" prior to this was the academic 
understanding of all information and observations being available to everyone. The
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base assumption was that ultimately available and examinable knowledge was part of 
that democracy of ideas that advantage all - that knowledge was power.
This had been the philosophy underpinning my academic education, particularly related 
to art. In many discussions we had at art school, both formal and informal, was an idea 
that in order to nurture our creativity, we had artistic right to those areas that were 
significant and inspirational to us. Vet in my discussions with Aboriginal individuals and 
communities I was hearing that the individual only had those rights hierarchically, after 
community and history. Strange days indeed!
Research itself is based on all knowledge, accessible and inaccessible, being hunted out 
and made available to all. The personal understanding at that time of who the 
researcher is individually, culturally and historically, have been somewhat explored in 
theories of deconstruction. Christopher Norris says;
"to 'deconstruct' a text is to draw out conflicting logics of sense and implication, with the 
object of showing that the text never exactly means what it says or says what it means. " 3 /
Ultimately, if we look at it, whatever the discussion, knowledge is the product. My 
understanding is that if this knowledge, whatever it is, exists in a broad arena, then it is 
significant and accessible in many different ways. The Aboriginal views which I came to 
understand were that democracy was an absurd notion in any context if you were from a 
dispossessed minority and that knowledge was owned by a particular geography and 
history. As well, in a contemporary context, in the area I work in, the visual arts, this 
knowledge is unchangeable because the same history from which particular knowledge 
came, and is bedded in, continues to exist. Knowledge contained elements of birth, life 
and death in a holistic way that simply cannot be "taken" by a researcher or an artist, to 
be given to someone or something else. "What gives them the damn right" says Ruby 
Langford Ginibi when once again she sees knowledge, based in European research 
mode, presenting our people in particular ways as though this were the whole truth. In 
this way our lives are appropriated as is our history, and knowledge itself. Whose 
knowledge is it?
The delicate balance between "self" and "ethics" is something that many people in 
Australia are having to deal with and my position is no different. Both Aboriginal and 
non-Aboriginal contemporary artists are having to deal with it, or not, as the case may 
be.
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I write further on of some experiences based on fact that I have shared with particular 
non-Aboriginal people in confronting some of these issues. Both the examples and the 
correspondence I cite along with these experiences in Bundjalung country that I describe, 
have had a particular impact in resolving these issues in my visual work.
Particularly as I apply it to visual work, I now feel that practices habits, lives and language, 
cannot be taken out of context of the times and history and experiences as Bundjalung 
people themselves experience it.38 The personal narrative is the start of all personal 
power; that narrative is the only means available to own our own lives and history, to 
record our past and control our future.39 The narrative is our own words, our own lives. 
That feminism recognised this essential fact and that Aboriginal people have also been 
saying it, tells how important it is.40
In the next section of this work, I address the effect that European perception and 
description of Aboriginality had on my search for identity, and how appropriation 
affected that identity. I describe my struggles in my understanding of myself as an 
observer of Aboriginal life and how I try to fit myself around that understanding. These 
interpretations of self, apart from dividing one's intimate experiences from a perceived 
"legitimate" life, obliterate the ability to tell one's own story by becoming the text before 
the event. A common experience of contemporary Aboriginality is the "appropriation" 
of one's own life. Through the non-Aboriginal telling of the Aboriginal story - our only 
reference to Aboriginality in many cases, given our history - our lives are appropriated 
before we even start living them. We must invent and re-invent ourselves as we delve 
deeper into the truth of our whole people, a painful process made more painful by its 
repetitiveness.
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the effects o f  a p p r o p r ia t io n  o n  m y  p e r s o n a l  s ea r c h  for
IDENTITY.
Observed from outside I presented os an angry, thieving, lying and untrustworthy child, 
destructive and mean, but with an incredible sense of the underdog. I would kill to 
defend any perceived injustice. I was a drawer. This artistic bent was perceived to waste 
time and made people angry with me. My drawings decorated everything. Although I 
was all but illiterate, ultimately my artistic skills were my obsession.
Children came early and children came late, but children came. Neither fertility nor 
sexuality were a source of oppression. On the contrary, they were a source of strength 
and power. There were other positions in society in which I felt distinctly disadvantaged 
and they were related to my choices as a woman human being.
My first ever political act was to march in the streets of Melbourne, one of only about 
twenty people, to protest the first drawing of the marbles out of the barrel to conscript 
twenty-year olds to join the army and fight in the Vietnam war. I was only a kid of fifteen 
or sixteen years of age at the time. We were a lot less sophisticated as kids then. We 
had less information under our belt. I remember feeling very strongly about that. So 
strongly that I was plummeted headlong into political activity that has virtually never 
stopped from then to now. We had the draft resisters, and the people of Vietnam, the 
Vietcong, Mao, Russia, the Communist Party, and then feminists.
At about the time that I started getting very disaffected by the left, along came the 
theories related to the second wave of feminism in the late sixties and early seventies.
As a result of my exposure to such things as consciousness raising and discussion groups, 
as well as reading Germaine Greer and others, my political consciousness, as opposed to 
my personal sense of right and wrong, found a place in the world I inhabited. I became 
aware of much women's art and at this time started developing work related to my own 
feelings as a woman in the world.
At the same time that this feminist consciousness was developing, issues of land rights and 
Aboriginality had become part of the Left political agenda. As a result of this, I travelled 
many times to Canberra to the Tent Embassy, in 1972. However, at no time was my
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Aboriginality accepted. I was not black. There were a number of "breeds" in the same 
position as myself. I did not push it. What was the point? I felt stronger as a woman 
than as an Aboriginal person. My perception was that I was a "half-breed," not black 
enough. Many Aboriginal people experienced this at the time. Others who had strong 
family and community identity did not feel this way.
I write about why many Aboriginal people felt this way in a later chapter in discussion of 
the consequences of the Aborigines Protection Board of New South Wales (1883-1969) 
which took Aboriginal children from their parents and placed them in various government 
institutions. Many children were simply taken "for being Aboriginal."41 These children 
were brought up to be ashamed of their Aboriginality and avoided Aboriginal people in 
many cases. Some did not find out that they were Aboriginal until adulthood.
These experiences, as elucidated in the following chapter on Identity, describe a number 
of cultural and historical consequences that are buried deep in the contemporary 
indigenous psyche. These consequences are also described in Part 2. Another 
significant consequence of this history was the search for culture and identity, and the 
effects an already existing appropriation had on this. In this search, the information that 
was made available through our education and the society around us was an 
appropriation in itself, as I describe at the beginning of this chapter, that became a major 
factor in the alienation and dispossession of Aboriginal people in more recent times. This 
was apart from the development of a contemporary Aboriginal identity through 
experiences of Protection.
Usually the Aboriginal people with less degree of caste were left back on the mission, on 
the one hand grieving for stolen children, as is described in such works as Margaret 
Tucker's If Everyone Cared.42 and Coral Edward's and Peter Read's book. The Lost 
Children. Thirteen Australians taken from their Aboriginal homes tell of the Struggle to Find 
their Natural Parents.43 while on the other hand believing that those Aboriginal people in 
institutions or serving in the European homes "had it easy" in a sense. They were clothed 
and fed and had work. The people, in general terms, left on the missions and in the bush 
were in many cases of darker skin, while the stolen children in many cases were of lighter 
caste, being children who were the result of the secret lust of the European mission 
managers and station owners.
The Aboriginal people in Canberra in the 1970s did not understand the emptiness of loss 
of identity and rejected the lighter skinned people who had only just started publicly 
identifying as Aboriginal. This situation continues to be a concern in the 1990s. In the
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1970s, some only saw the light skin and European ways. They only understood their own 
struggles and oppression. It was difficult in that time, 1972, to understand the many 
different ways that we as Aboriginal people had suffered in terms of our different 
dispossessions. Some only see that they had suffered and battled through many 
decades culminating in the Canberra tent embassy and Harold Thomas's designing of 
our flag in Adelaide to fly at the mast of the tent in Canberra.44
As I was raised with no awareness of Aboriginal art, the difference between Aboriginal art 
and those representations of Aboriginality made by non Aboriginals was not a cause for 
observation or concern. We had Albert Namitjura on the wall of the schools we 
attended. We were given to understand that he was a very good imitator of European 
watercolourists. That is why he was so good. The sub-text was that if only we could be 
good imitators of the European way, then maybe we too could be part of the human 
race. I did not realise that I was taking all this in and building myself out of it. I was 
exposed to such things as the attitudes in Albert Namitiira, Native Artist, published in 1951 
in which Pastor Albrecht of Hermannsburg, said:
"Within the organisation o f  our Mission, A lbert, as a  cap ita lis t has b e c o m e  a  serious 
problem  ... Through his skill a n d  de te rm ina tion  (he) has b e c o m e  firm ly estab lished as a  
great a rtis t... He is the  first A bo rig ine  to  show w h a t w onderfu l la te n t ta len t there is to  b e  
found a m o n g  them  ... Yet essentially he  has re m a in e d  a  restless n o m a d ... Looking in to  
the future we c a n n o t c o n c e a l a  g re a t a m o u n t o f  apprehension; he  w ou ld  h a ve  g a in e d  
very little if  through the dazzling lights o f  p ub lic ity  a n d  w ea lth  he  shou ld  lose h im self - a  
wanderer b e tw e e n  tw o  worlds. ',45
One wonders if Albrecht was talking about a man full-grown, father of children, or a 
helpless child. Certainly, Namitjira's artistic skill is noted; however, it is given no respect. 
The greater concern is to his ability to deal with "capitalism" which boils down to money 
and focus. Do you wonder at my internalisation of a sub-human sub-text then?
I was raised in a time when you did not admit Aboriginality. There was always a hint here 
or a hint there, but it was never acknowledged in a way that you could grasp, could say, 
could understand. I was raised in a time when you had to be careful about being out in 
the sun; "we don't want that touch of the tar brush showing now, do we?" What did all 
that mean?
The degree of caste and what that means to identity is the salient aspect of what I am 
going to discuss concerning issues of appropriation, and particularly in relation to my own
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search for visual imagery. The Aboriginal images available to me became very 
significant in understanding who I was, where I came from and the events that led to that 
moment. However all the information stated that caste was "part," not a whole being.
Our identity was appropriated and killed before it had begun to grow. We were not 
what was represented as Aboriginal. We somehow were "other," but where were we in 
the history and culture surrounding us?
We light ones felt guilty because we were being clothed and fed during the excesses of 
the previous decades. Richard Bell's recent work, "Crisis, w h a t to d o  with this h a lf cas te  
thing,"46develops that issue through to the present day. Robert Bropho describes some 
of the experiences in his book Fringedwellers47 as does Ruby Langford Ginibi in her books, 
Don’t Take Your Love To Town48 and My Bundialung People.49
What we all knew at that time in Canberra in 1972, was that we were Aboriginal. Our 
understanding of what defined our Aboriginality was that our mother or father had 
Aboriginal blood. However, we were not "full blood" and in many cases, we felt less 
than human. We were "caste" and that made many of us ashamed. Although the 
Protection experience was talked about in Aboriginal communities, particularly through 
the major 1938 Manifesto,50 (which will be discussed in the next section addressing issues 
of identity), those who had experienced that form of dispossession had at that time not 
told their stories, and in many cases, did not even understand it. It is only in recent years 
that the personal narrative has developed. The long-term effects on lives and history of 
the children who were taken are only beginning to come out.
The division among Aboriginal people and the resultant resentment and confusion could 
probably best be understood if we put into context the legal understanding of identity at 
this time. I also must make it clear that for over one hundred years prior to 1972, the 
hated "caste" was very much a definition imposed on Aboriginal people by the non- 
Aboriginal population of Australia. Once again, the issue of caste and its relationship to 
the Protection Act has had profound consequences on contemporary Aboriginal identity. 
The issue of caste is also being continually effected by those areas of appropriation about 
which I have spoken in regard to the Bundjalung people.
Before 1967, each State had its own definition of what "an Aboriginal" was. Thus we see 
"half caste" and "quarter caste" in many of the records of that time. Under this system, in 
the Northern Territory only "full bloods" were regarded as true Aborigines, while in 
Tasmania, Aboriginal people of any mixed blood were considered not to exist.51 In 
Western Australia, at the same time, if an Aborigine was quarter caste then that person
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was a legally recognised Aboriginal person. An illustration of this confusion of identity is 
best explained in the following newspaper report in 1971:
IS MERVYN EADES WHITE OR BLACK?
A 22 year o ld  West Australian, M ervyn Eades, is still n o t sure w he ther the la w  a cce p ts  him  
as an Aborig ina l or a  w h ite  man.
On M onday Eades, o f  C ranbrook, 200 miles south east o f  Perth, was fined  $20 b y  a  
m agistra te ...
The court was to ld  th a t as an  A bo rig ina l Eades was n o t re q u ired  to reg ister fo r n a tio n a l 
service bu t as a  w hite  m an  he  was.
Mr Ryan found tha t Eades was re cogn ised  as an  A bo rig ina l under West Australian law, 
but was no t recogn ised  as an  A bo rig ina l unde r the Federa l N a tio na l Service A c t ...
An Aborig ina l w ho was m ore  than h a lf cas te  was co ns ide red  an  A bo rig ina l fo r the  
purpose o f the ac t. 'But cu ttin g  across this is the  question o f  w he the r he  is living as an  
Aboriginal', Mr. Robertson (o f  the  N a tiona l Service d e p a rtm e n t) sa ys ... The Commissioner 
o f Native Welfare sa id  his d e p a rtm e n t's  defin ition  d iffe re d  from  the N a tiona l Service  
Departm ent's in tha t in c lu d e d  p e o p le  w ho w ere  m ore  than quarter-castes. In his 
judgem ent Mr. Ryan sa id  Eades, a  labourer, live d  in a  house sim ilar to  a  S tate Housing 
Commission house, a n d  d ro ve  a  car. He dressed p resen tab ly  a n d  spoke English. He 
had  m a d e  a  c ru c ia l m o ve  in 1969 to  a  house sim ilar to  a  housing commission house.
The ev idence  show ed  th a t s ince Eades was born  in 1949 he  h a d  lived  in tents until 1965, 
when he sh ifted  in to  a  house in C ranbrook. His d e - fa c to  wife, L inda Keen, h a d  a  low er 
adm ixture o f A bo rig ina l b lo o d  than Eades. Therefore she was n o t an  A bo rig ina l within  
the m eaning  o f  the  a c t. As Eades was there fo re  n o t living a m o n g  Aboriginals, he  co u ld  
not b e  classed as A b o r ig in a l...
It might be said here that Eades had associated all his life with Aboriginal people and had 
a social life exclusively among Aboriginal people at the time of this court case. This case 
was going on in 1972 at the same time that the Canberra tent Embassy was in the 
headlines. While I am writing this, I am aware that I am describing events of only twenty- 
five years ago, within the living memory of most Australians. Such injustice gives rise to 
resentment and confusions which still exists in many areas today. It also illustrates an area 
of appropriation of voice and of history and a definition of Aboriginality that becomes a 
form of theft. The voice that defines us is not us, although it says who we are. The caste 
that is described is selective - it appropriates the other half of us and denies that place in 
history. Based on this, we become used to being told who we are and what we are.
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Our very self has been appropriated. We are dead and must make ourselves living 
again. This healing is constantly being appropriated by false messages, false images. 
When we see a rare picture such as David Fernando's "Aboriginal Protection Board"53 
which describes an Aboriginal experience of children being packed into the back of an 
old pickup with the minister supervising the whole event, it is denied a forum as a genuine 
artistic expression. It is questioned as "genuine" Aboriginal art. It is denied a forum in the 
non-Aboriginal art world in the same way that much so-called "urban" Aboriginal art is 
denied a forum. The complexities of the lack of a shared perception of history, and the 
stereotyping of Aboriginal imagery in the non-Aboriginal art world, continue this invisibility.
In the late 70s I went back to my mother's country, Gomileroi country, near Tamworth, 
New South Wales. I lived at Goonoo Goonoo Station, only two kilometres from Caroona 
Mission, my mother's home place. I ranged the old volcanic mountains of Gomileroi 
country through the back of Nundle and further on. I walked the black soil plains up to 
Moree and over to Werris Creek. I talked with the old people. I found that my mother 
was not well known because she had not been raised in the area. My grandmother on 
the other hand, although not well known, was well respected by those who knew her.
The ones who knew her included old Mr. French at Moree and Flector Griffin at Breeza, 
and Annie Maysie at Werris Creek.
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experiences o f  fe m in is m  a n d  m a in s t r e a m  art e d u c a t io n .
I felt I could rightly claim my identity and I did at the start of my pregnancy which resulted 
in the birth of my youngest son. By that I mean in a very public way I started identifying. 
Not just family and friends, but total strangers knew I was Aboriginal. I made sure of it. I 
started my painting in earnest at this time. I thrived in the summer heat of my country.
While everyone else sat exhausted in the shade I dug my garden, cleared the dam, 
cleaned the septic tank and painted. I felt strong in that country close to my mother, my 
grandmother, my ancestors. It was my first real sense of place. However, I was still “ too 
light."
My family and I had to come to Sydney for work. There was no work around Tamworth. 
This is an age old problem of living in the country. Through various circumstances I 
started working in the very new women's services which incorporated the original refuges 
and health centres as well as the rape crisis centre. The women in this area were a wild 
lot and I became totally committed to feminist politics, non-hierarchical ways of 
organisation, autonomy and empowerment. During the next few years while working in 
many women's areas where I was exposed to shocking injustices and uplifting liberation's,
I was also employed to paint a number of women's community murals and to design 
posters, leaflets, "appropriate" letterheads and so on. I was the resident artist.
These commissions, extraordinary as some of them were, forced me to define my visual 
imagery in the context of language and effect. For example, I was asked to do a mural 
for the entrance hall at Marrickville refuge The image extended down to the back of that 
old house, and to continued up the stairs; a fairly enormous project in that great big old
house.
At the time many suggestions were made in relation to the imagery that should be 
applied. None of it was appropriate, I felt. It was in the line of Donald Duck, and Mickey 
Mouse, to keep the kids entertained. My primary consideration was the fact that this 
mural was the first view, the first impression, that new arrivals had when they came to the 
refuge. These women and their children would, as a general rule, be severely traumatised 
and often accompanied by police. The next consideration was that women and 
children who were going through major emotional and political change had to live with 
this mural. Thus the colours had to be right, as well as the image that was developed. It 
had to be “restful," "peaceful." “non-intrusive." I felt the imagery should not contain
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elements of confrontation; at the same time I wanted it to be empowering. I wanted it to 
speak to some history of that refuge and the individual experiences of the women. I note 
here that I wanted to give voice to a specific experience, and make it exist in the "real" 
world.
I chose, eventually, a simplified silhouette portrait of an Aboriginal ex-resident and her 
sister, watching over a group of children and looking off into a distant landscape of 
mauve and blue mountains with birds soaring up to a sky. This landscape dominated the 
visual content of the mural and we had many happy hours with the two women posing 
for me.
I also had another daughter during the development and application of this mural, so the 
idea of incorporating children into what I perceived to be women's history was as 
important to me as it was to the women who both worked at, and occupied the refuge. 
Children, I have always felt, are such a major part of women's history.
I found myself regularly being the only Aboriginal person in many situations. I was 
speaking often on behalf of a people that I knew nothing about in a broad sense. I only 
had my personal reaction to situations, and that of Aboriginal friends and refuge residents 
to go on in many cases. I was also aware that I was a very "acceptable" Aboriginal. 
Although I challenged many policies within the women's services, I used the language 
and the structure that was already there. I was light skinned, articulate, and clearly a 
committed feminist. All my advocating was wrapped up in an acceptable pre-set, non­
confronting presentation.
This language, this way of doing things, effectively maintained a power dynamic because 
it was accessible only to those "who knew." It was based on the English way of doing 
things, so if you were Arabic, Asian, Italian, Aboriginal, whatever, you were bound to do 
the wrong thing. This "way" had to be learnt and adjusted to. It did not change. One 
had to "fit in." For example, on one hand we were encouraged to have a "professional" 
attitude and to expect pay according to skills and hours worked. The "official" policy 
was to oppose "volunteerism." However, if one asked for overtime for extra hours 
worked, there would be a shocked silence, and a silent consensus would go around - 
"greedy." We had to "say" we opposed "volunteerism" but were expected to work 
without pay because that proved how politically committed we were. If we needed to 
go home early or on time fa  family reasons, there was a subtle note made that we were 
not as "committed" as we ought to be. There was an almost invisible pressure to be 
"loyal" to your collective over your family. We who were on the "other side" started
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talking about this. Thus feminism gave me a real understanding of how the dynamics of 
power works in a personal way.
I started questioning this culture the more I became involved with my own people and my 
own culture. This was happening side by side with my own much stronger identification 
with my people. My own people by this time were encouraging my identification and 
giving me memories of my family. I started challenging many of the basic concepts 
within the women's services, including the lack of Aboriginal employment and the lack of 
training within these services.
Along with a group of Aboriginal and migrant women, we were becoming quite vocal 
and angry about the discriminatory status quo. Once I started challenging in this way, I 
became less acceptable within the feminist culture. My sense of identity by this time was 
very much bound up with Aboriginal women, not men. My sense of "otherness" had truly 
found a place. However "otherness" held no answer for me. It just alienated me. Kevin 
Gilbert in his book Living Black talks of the "rape of the soul" that Aboriginal people have 
undergone, and at the stage I am describing I felt this was what blighted my life.54 
Appropriation of self had that affect.
In 1986 my youngest daughter started at pre-school and I made the decision to leave all 
those areas that I had worked in, and commit myself to my art practice. I talked about 
this with many people in my community, and the general question was "why do you need 
that white man's education?" It was felt that if I was serious about my art, then I would just 
do it and make sure it represented a "correct" political line and the aspirations of the 
various communities I was intermingled with.
That was all very well, but my perception of "my art" was a personal one, and I was 
driven. I needed to do it totally, and I needed to learn. I did not think of the theory 
involved, just the practical knowledge. I just wanted to paint and draw and absolutely 
please myself. I also needed to do something so that I could see that I existed. I could 
not see myself anywhere. I was an empty spirit. As I have already observed, Kevin 
Gilbert called this experience "rape of the soul" and I call it now, an "appropriation of 
spirit."55 Different name, same thing.
We had a very small amount of art theory per week where I started my art training, at East 
Sydney Technical College in Darlinghurst. As it was what was called a studio-based 
course, any theory was treated by the students with great suspicion, "the no-one is going 
to tell me what to think" attitude. Kids! I felt old and wise quite often. I found out about
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Oriental and Asian art from a teacher with a passion for this area. He was particularly 
interested in Zen Buddhism and one elemental line of truth; a meditative and holistic art 
practice. I found out about Egyptian art from another teacher, and so much about 
women's art from everything around me. However, there was nothing at all about 
Aboriginal art and art practice. The depth of knowledge available on different cultures 
seemed amazing. When I questioned the lack of Aboriginal sources, one teacher 
explained that Aboriginal culture was small, insignificant. It had not informed any great 
humanitarianism or cultural achievements as had European cultures. The "rape of my 
soul" continued.
A number of my then friends were setting up an Aboriginal Artists' Co-Operative at this 
time and there was some discussion that I should join the group. My decision was not to. 
I did raise the issue of non-representation of Aboriginal art in the course I was doing with 
some Aboriginal people and I told them that the explanation given to me at that time 
was that the Aboriginal culture was not a very significant culture, particularly in relation to 
the dominant European culture.
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MY OWN EXPERIENCES OF APPROPRIATION.
The people I talked to were saddened but not surprised by the observation that 
Aboriginal art was insignificant. Two of these artists described some of their experiences 
at art school. One artist attended Sydney College of the Arts and another had attended 
Canberra School of Art. The discussions which were centred on their art were about their 
Aboriginality and Aboriginal imagery, and it was dismissed. When one attempted to 
paint her perception of Aboriginal imagery, she was told she “could not paint." She was 
so affected by this criticism that she gave up trying to paint. Only now is she discovering 
painting as her major medium.
I remind the reader that at that time, 1986, Johnny Bulun Bulun was exhibiting at the 
Christine Abrahams Gallery in Melbourne. The “Urban Koories" exhibition was on from 
May to July, 1986, at the Workshop Arts Centre, Willoughby; “ Koori Art '84" had been 
and gone at Artspace; Jimmy Pike and Desert Designs were part of the broad art 
awareness, as were Tiwi designs. Trevor Nichol's “From Dreamtime To Machine Time" 
exhibition had been held at Canberra Theatre Gallery way back in 1974; Sally Morgan 
had released her book, My Place. Therefore, an awareness of Aboriginal Art was not just 
confined to an Aboriginal community.
It is difficult to describe how I felt coming across these views all the time in an arena that I 
had chosen to spend the rest of my life in. Where could I fit in? If my culture, as I was 
understanding it, was perceived as insignificant and thus made invisible, how was I to 
paint? To draw? How was I able to surround myself with imagery of “self" when “self" 
was invisible? I cannot begin to describe how I felt on coming across this view. Where 
was I in this? I did not know how to fit in once again. I
I looked at every Aboriginal image available to me; I devoured them. I contacted 
people I had spent time with over the years, the length and breadth of Australia, and I 
started painting and drawing Aboriginal imagery. In actual fact I appropriated imagery 
to assert my identity in an environment that had no way of telling me that Aboriginality 
existed. The imagery was my interpretation of particular ancestor beings and mythology 
beings. Among these images I also started to attempt to articulate particular experiences 
that were unique to my Aboriginality. What a mess! Only one teacher in all that time 
questioned my use of Aboriginal imagery. Otherwise I was very much encouraged. It 
was seen as exciting and new by those around me.
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Many other Aboriginal people were doing the same thing that I was doing and were 
encouraged to do so. I will not name them. It is their story. The main focus of much art 
education in relation to Aboriginality was to do with appropriating imagery to assert 
identity rather than find a language of visual expression. Many non-Aboriginal students 
were also appropriating imagery and presenting it as their attempt at "Aboriginal" art.
There were t-shirts, teatowels, wall hangings, posters, cards, shirts, and so on, all with 
appropriated Aboriginal imagery on them, much of it being produced by non-Aboriginal 
people. Dots were everywhere and Aboriginal artists from the city in many cases were 
told that Aboriginal art was not Aboriginal art without the dots! I still meet this view. It 
amazes me now but then we just accepted these views. We accepted that others knew 
more about us and what we should be doing than we did. With art we were put on that 
cutting edge of working out who we were and what our language was. We did not 
have the privilege of privacy as other students did. We were in the spotlight right from 
the start. We were representative of Aboriginality in every way according to what was 
around us and thoughtlessly we took on the role. It gave us a sense of identity in the 
world we were in.
In the old days, someone else told us who we were - lazy, good for nothing, a dying race, 
halfbreed, quartercaste, halfcaste, too light, too dark, too educated, too articulate, and 
so on. Now we are into the last decade of the twentieth century and still being told who 
we are. If we fitted in we could make a lot of money, become famous, and most of all, 
exist in the world. Or could we?
I finally agreed to join the Aboriginal Artists Co-operative in 1988. Some Aboriginal artists 
were questioning my appropriation of imagery, at this time, and it was clear that it was 
becoming more and more unacceptable. In this time I had many discussions with 
Aboriginal artists about both Aboriginality and imagery. I
I was very involved in organising an exhibition from Kempsey in which among others, 
Robert Campbell Jnr., was exhibiting.56 My discussions with him were profound and 
exciting and covered many areas. We talked a great deal about that perception of 
"traditional" and "urban" that was all around us. Robert Campbell Jnr. was very 
supportive of that idea of being yourself and painting your own truths as you experienced 
them. He felt it was important that Aboriginal people painted in whatever style they 
chose to, but that they painted, and exhibited. He wanted our peoples' story to be told 
in a hundred different ways. He felt that one person's story was one person's story, no
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more or less than that; but that if all the individuals of one community told their own 
personal stories visually, then exhibited together, you had something more significant, a 
voice, an identity, in the ebb and flow of human history.
That is when I first understood in a practical way the idea of art as a language. If it was 
based in truth in that individual way, then it had a significance far beyond one's own 
existence. That is the nature of all art. That I could not represent anyone ultimately, but 
myself, was a release for me.57 It was the only knowledge I "owned."
Not long after this exhibition I organised another one of some Gomileroi artists from 
Moree.66 I interviewed Kevin (Gavi) Duncan as part of the catalogue presentation and 
also had many other discussions with him that related to art and tradition. Gavi is also a 
dancer and a musician and I wondered if that inspired his art or was it the other way 
around? Gavi said:
"The funny fhing is, b e fo re  I d id  d a n c e  I was a  c a rp e n fe r-  three years o f  ca rp en try  so I 'm  
sort o f ja ck  o f a ll trades there. But even  b e fo re  I was a  c a rp e n te r I h a d  m y  art. M y a rt 
has always been  there - a ll through ca rp e n try  a n d  a ll through d a n ce . Even though I 
thought I w ou ld  m ake  a  c a re e r o f  ca rp e n try  - o r d a n c e  - it c a m e  a b o u t tha t I a lways p ic k  
up on m y a rt so now  I just d o  m y  a rt full on.
In my discussions with both Robert Campbell Jnr., and Gavi Duncan, it was apparent to 
me that they had the same creative concerns and artistic drive as many artists throughout 
time and the globe. The imagery came from an external need to assert Aboriginal 
identity and an inner search for truth which was not unique to Aboriginality. The imagery 
that came from that centre, that spirituality if you like, defined an individual Aboriginal 
experience, an Aboriginal view. The more of those views there were, the more complete, 
or holistic the overview, the greater the understanding could be. And following from 
that, the greater strength we would have in understanding not only who we as individuals 
were, but who were our community and what was our spirituality®
The journey seemed to start all over again. What then was it to be Aboriginal? What did 
that mean in terms of my imagery? What was indigenous and what was not indigenous in 
this last decade of the twentieth century? In overall terms as well as in art terms. What 
gives us identity? What gives us spirituality?
While I was dealing with these conundrums the world 1 was working in was changing day 
by day. In understanding the position of my own appropriations I was made aware of a
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particular court case in relation to appropriation. There were a number of court cases in 
relation to appropriation, the most famous one being the case of Johnny Bulun Bulun 
who lives at Garmedi outstation, near Maningrida, about 600 kilometres east of Darwin in 
Central Arnhem Land. In 1987, a T-shirt manufacturer reproduced one of Bulun Bulun's 
paintings without his permission. Subsequently, a revised version of the T-shirt design was 
created which drew on another one of Bulun Bulun's paintings. Again, no permission 
was sought. In 1989, Bulun Bulun took the apparently unprecedented step arising from 
these unauthorised reproductions, of bringing an action of infringement of copyright and 
breaches of the Trade Practices Act 1974 in the Federal Court in Darwin, The 
manufacturers of the T-shirts and two Darwin tourist shops which sold the T-shirts gave 
undertakings to the court agreeing to cease the manufacture and sale of the T-shirts and 
to deliver up all remaining stocks. A series of similar actions followed involving another 
14 artists who brought similar claims against the T-shirt manufacturers, as well as shops and 
distributors selling their T-shirts bearing reproductions of their artistic works without 
permission.
In an affidavit sworn by Bulun Bulun in the proceedings, he referred to the unauthorised 
reproduction of his artistic work as follows:
"This reproduction has caused  m e  g re a t em barrassm ent a n d  sham e a n d  I strongly feet 
that i have been  the victim  o f  the the ft o f  an  im p o rta n t right. I h a ve  n o t p a in te d  since I 
learned abou t the rep ro du c tio n  o f  m y a rt works a n d  a ttr ibu te  m y  inac tiv ity  as an  artist 
directly to m y ann o yan ce  a n d  frustration w ith the actions o f the  respondents in this m atter. 
My interest in pa in ting  has b e e n  rek ind led  b y  the  efforts m a d e  on m y  b e h a lf to  resolve this 
problem, a n d  I am  just starting  to p a in t a g a in  a lthough  I am  d o in g  so in a n tic ipa tio n  tha t 
this problem  will b e  reso lved  in the  n ea r future. If it is n o t reso lved  satisfactorily, I h ave  
considered never p a in tin g  aga in  ... M y  work is very closely assoc ia ted  w ith an  a ffin ity  for 
the land. This a ffin ity  is the  essence o f  m y religious beliefs. The unauthorised re p ro du c tio n  
o f art works is a  very sensitive issue in a ll A bo rig ina l com m unities. The im petus for the  
creation o f works rem ains very im p o rta n t in cerem onies a n d  the c re a tion  o f  a rt works is an  
im portant s tep  in the  preservation  o f  im p o rta n t traditions a n d  custom. It is an  a c tiv ity  
which occupies the norm a l p a r t o f the d a y -to -d a y  activ ities o f  the m em bers o f m y tribe  
and  represents an  im p o rta n t p a r t o f  the  cu ltu ra l con tinu ity  o f  the  tribe. It is also the m ain  
source o f in com e  for m y  peop le , b o th  in m y  tribe a n d  for the  p e o p le  o f  m a n y  o the r tribes, 
and  I am  very co n c e rn e d  a b o u t the  financ ia l well b e in g  o f m y fam ily should I d e c id e  th a t I 
canno t g o  on pa in ting . "6I
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It is significant that the actual appropriation of imagery had as profound an affect on 
Bulun Bulun's spirit that he had to cease painting, thus undermining his economic survival, 
This appropriation resulted in a profound diminishing of identity which could only be 
solved by reclamation. Bulun Bulun's explanation of the significance of his imagery to his 
life and times becomes momentous and the effects of appropriation devastating. What 
he describes in essence is his own death and the death of that part of living culture that 
his body and knowing houses.
Once again, I assert that appropriation becomes a form of death for Aboriginal people 
precisely because of our unique history among the people of Australia. Appropriation is 
particular and significant, and has its own unique effects on Aboriginality. If, as I 
understood it, a man ceased painting because someone took his images and misused 
them, then that was indeed a sad thing. If he despaired in the way that Bulun Bulun said 
that he did, then any Aboriginal imagery had inbuilt into it a life and death affect.
One of the most significant developments arising from the resolution of the T-shirt cases 
was that instances of unauthorised reproductions of authentic Aboriginal designs on 
garments, which had been endemic in 1988, ceased to be found in tourist shops. It was 
made clear by the case that such reproduction would be answered by copyright 
proceedings and the result was that people clearly did not want to invite that risk.
Instead, the cheap end of the tourist market responded to the challenge, as it were, by 
creating their own versions of Aboriginal art. Most tourist shops today are replete with 
examples of T-shirt designs which may appear to be works of Aboriginal art but are in fact 
caricatures of Aboriginal art. One of the more depressing manifestations of this 
characterisation of Aboriginal art has been the invention of the X-ray koala bear. One 
issue which justifiably arises for attention, so it is said, is whether there ought to be 
protection to prohibit this bastardisation of Aboriginal art, and if so, how this protection 
would work.
Another case of appropriation that springs to my mind and caused me much thinking in 
terms of my own imagery, particularly in the light of my experiences in the Bundjalung 
country of northern New South Wales, described earlier, was the Yumbulul case. Terry 
Yumbulul of the Galpu clan in north-east Arnhem land, through his agent Anthony Wallis 
and his company Aboriginal Artists Agency Ltd., entered into an agreement whereby 
permission to reproduce "Morning Star Pole" on the commemorative 1988 $10 note was 
sought. It was ultimately established that the ownership of that design rested with the 
tribal elders of the Galpu clan in north-east Arnhem land, and not Terry Yumbulul. Terry 
Yumbulul brought the action against both his agent and the Reserve Bank because he felt
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that it was obvious that although he had a right to do the design, he clearly was not the
owner.
Although both the Bulun Bulun case and the Yumbulul case present very different 
circumstances in relation to appropriation, the salient feature of both was ownership and 
how it was seen. The application of ownership transcended the primary financial 
implications and clearly spilled over into areas of day to day cultural practices, and those 
relationships that clearly give identity, both on a pragmatic level and a spiritual level. 
Without resolution, the spirit and identity of a whole people would have been significantly 
diminished.
In both the cases I have mentioned, there was clearly no understanding of ownership in 
terms of Aboriginal culture and the imagery that was produced. I certainly did not want 
to be part of that. By the same token, I did not have the same "belonging" and 
traditions as these "top end" people. At this time I was regularly going back to Moree, 
Tamworth, Werris Creek, and Breeza. I was talking to my people, and in the process I was 
meeting head on, the direct effects of the dispossession and genocide that had 
happened over the last two hundred or so years. Djon Mundine says:
"Aborigines w an t to  s tay  in co n tro l o f  w h a t is happen ing . We w a n t ou r a rt a n d  c ra ft 
exhibited a n d  m a rke ted  in the righ t way, with the  righ t in form ation. A rt is our b ig  c h a n c e  
to educa te  the rest o f  Australia a n d  the  w orld  a b o u t our living culture. It must n o t b e  
trivialised./462
Knowledge of language, customs, sacredness, and tradition, even family itself was in 
many cases lost in the mire of a horrible history. Did that mean the culture and language 
was dead? I found on my travels that this was certainly not the case. The language was 
strong, as was family network and understanding of ceremony and tradition. It was 
pocketed in small regions scattered in the area and the "owners" of the knowledge were 
very wary of passing anything on. The fear of disrespect and misuse was all pervading. 
Non-Aboriginal people seemed to be keen on taking what they could and re-interpreting 
it, and many Aboriginal people not raised in the culture seemed to use the knowledge as 
a commodity. I learned of the tradition of sand painting in my area and in the northern 
regions of Australia and I learned of the uses of the iron bark and the significance of the 
smokings of particular areas. One man, now long dead, showed me how to do the iron 
bark smokings to mingle the Ancestors with the air we breathe and make us safe and 
strong. I will always remember his courtesy in talking to me. He gave me his memories of 
my grandmother as well. He described her physicality to me as a young woman. I had
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my mind's view of her as a not so old, but very sick lady. He described both her pain 
and the pain of my mother as women who were both light, beautiful, more skilled in the 
white ways and unable to sit easily with their people. He blended both the old and the 
new into one history related to my family.
Although issues of appropriation were being discussed all around me, at this stage I was 
very clear that I was no longer involved in any appropriation in relation to my own 
imagery. I was noting that in very many instances in Aboriginal communities in suburban 
areas, appropriation of imagery was a very common phenomena among developing 
artists. In fact, in many cases they were being encouraged to do so in their schools and 
in their communities.
There seemed to be a definition of what was Aboriginal art and what was not. By now 
dots and kangaroos and goannas among other things were a well-known part of the 
scenario. This can be seen in many exhibitions of the time. Where only a couple of years 
ago we were encouraged to do the dots, now there is a current view held by many 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people in the contemporary art field that dot paintings of 
any sort by Aboriginal people who live in developed areas are nothing to do with a 
contemporary idea of what Aboriginal art is, or should be. The view is widespread that if 
an Aboriginal in the urban area is doing dot paintings, then that Aboriginal person is 
imitating a tourist idea of art. Thus are the shifting sands of developing thought! I
I write about dots in the next section relating to work of Aboriginal people in gaols. In this 
case I refer to it in the context of an appropriation of medium and context. Now people 
are expected to be on the "coalface" of contemporary political thought. There is a view 
that if contemporary Aboriginal art practitioners not belonging to remote communities 
were perhaps "serious" about their art, they would be exploring those areas of 
dispossession and alienation that were part of their contemporary Aboriginal experience.
I think it would be fair to say that there is a view that if you do not know your land, your 
country, and your culture, then the dots are simply a way of pleasing an idea of 
Aboriginality that is irrelevant to another sort of experience. Dots have become an 
external sign of Aboriginality to an alienated people. To question the use of these dots 
seems to be a denial of an event that has already happened - that of dots directly linked 
to Aboriginality. This attitude diminishes the work of such Aboriginal artists as Robert 
Campbell Jnr. and Trevor Nichols. However, in constantly defining an idea of Aboriginal 
imagery, then, isn't that a continued appropriation of a life?
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I have worked now for many years developing and teaching art and cultural 
programmes for Aboriginal people in gaols. I have also worked as a consultant and 
researcher for both Technical and Further Education (T.A.F.E.) and the Department for 
Corrective Services in curriculum development. I will not begin to go into the shocking 
personal suffering, deprivation and racism I have seen. That my people are so over­
represented in the penal system confirms fa  me our dispossession. I do not believe we 
are a more criminal and immoral race than the rest of the community. This incarceration 
reflects something more shocking than that.
Aboriginal illiteracy rates are appallingly high, and the physical and mental health 
problems are dreadful. These are people who have been denied basic health and 
education that most white Australians take as a right. The despair of my students was 
and is gut wrenching. Their despair is their Aboriginality and their hope is their 
Aboriginality. I keep going back to this, and on this point Kevin Gilbert says,
"It is m y thesis tha t A bo rig ina l Austra lia  und e rw e n t a  ra p e  o f  the  soul so p ro fo u n d  th a t the  
blight continues in the m inds o f  m ost b lacks today. It is this p sycho lo g ica l b lig h t m o re  
than anyth ing else, th a t causes the  cond itions th a t w e  s e e ... today. A n d  it is re p e a te d  
down the generations. "63
I see and understand this. My students and I share this knowledge. When my students 
start to paint and draw they become changed people. They are positive, creative, and 
talented. They want to be SEEN to be Aboriginal. They want to externalise that internal 
identity in a positive and confirming way. They do dot goannas and kangaroos in order 
that the viewer can SEE that what they are doing is identifiably "Aboriginal Art" - 
something that is seen not only to be a "natural" part of Aboriginality, but something 
uniquely "Aboriginal" that is desirable and admirable.
Thus dot paintings serve a significant role in the process of developing a personal visual 
language that is unique to Aboriginality. The dots are being too easily dismissed as trivial. 
Why do dots keep on coming up in developing Aboriginal art? Why are they so 
significant? I have answered this question already. It will be asked again and again, I 
feel, in the context of both Aboriginal identity and in issues of appropriation. The one 
question breaks down into both of these areas.
My students see that their Aboriginality put them into this dreadful circumstance; yet, they 
see their dot goannas and kangaroos and so on as the positive and unique side of 
Aboriginality.
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Dots play a critical role in developing contemporary Aboriginal art. It seems to be a 
crucial process in placing one's identity and culture in contemporary surroundings, a way 
of making oneself "real" and "visible." Once one is "real" and "visible" the next step, as I 
have often noted, is the development of the voice and the language. As much as it is 
criticised as an unacceptable learning and creative process, my students do not 
appropriate imagery; they reflect an imposed stereotype. By constantly using this 
painting approach to go into their identity, they are clearly saying that it is necessary, it is 
"their" way. They are "owning" their own learning process. And yet, contemporary art 
sensibilities are saying now that this process is questionable. Is this reasonable discussion 
or a continued and changing adaptation of that appropriation of life I speak of? Is the 
art world continuing the colonisation of Aboriginal people culturally? It is an interesting 
and continuing discussion that I have to apply to my own visual representation. Whose 
theory do we fit into anyway? Discussions relating to Aboriginal art and appropriation are 
still lacking Aboriginal representation.
However, it was being said in 1985 that I was appropriating imagery, particularly from the 
Maningrida area. I disputed this then as I dispute it now. I was very influenced by the 
imagery and stories relating to the Creation Mothers, Imberombera, Ungulla, Jingana, 
Kunapipi, and Ngalyod. I had drawn many images relating to my own giving birth and 
my feelings of connection with other women through my sexuality and my children. These 
things gave me identity and a belief system that bordered on my spirituality. The first 
image that I ever drew that had similarities to this imagery was done in 1969-70 after the 
birth of my oldest son . Although there are similarities, my imagery at this stage is clearly 
not appropriation. At the time of executing this work I was not aware of any Aboriginal 
imagery.
As I have mentioned earlier, other imagery that I had created was influenced by the 
Wandjina spirits of Western Australia. I look now with shame at this period but at the time 
I did not know the implications. As explained previously, I thought that if it was Aboriginal 
art, and I was Aboriginal, then of course I had a right to it. At the same time I was 
exploring those issues of magic and spirituality that were also part of feminist inquiry at 
that time. I felt at that time that these images could have as well been any powerful 
female icon. I was Aboriginal and these appropriated images were on hand. I have 
certainly not abandoned that search for iconic female imagery. My personal 
understanding as it has developed of appropriation certainly means it can no longer be 
accidentally on my agenda.
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I have deliberately appropriated once since then when I imposed a shadowy image of 
Ngalkunburriyaymi, The Female Spirit of Western Arnhem Land, as a base for a series of 
small paintings exhibited at both King Street on Burton Gallery, in 1992, and The Long 
Gallery, University of Wollongong in 1993. I layered gold leaf and acrylic paint with my 
own imagery over the top of this repeated appropriated image. I overlaid the whole 
picture with ruby shellac and polyurethane varnish. They were very shiny pictures.
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appro priatio n  a n d  ethics in the art c o m m u n it y .
At the time that I used this imagery, I was addressing the issue of spirituality as an 
Aboriginal person in crisis, albeit one with a healthy touch of cynicism. These images were 
what I was being directed to and informed by. I was being advised to observe and view 
in one way by one group of people, and in another way by another group. I was also 
told by a group of Aboriginal women that I had no right to view any Aboriginal works.
This was in reaction to my earlier innocent appropriations. I lived in New South Wales 
surrounded by all these opinions and this Western Desert Art, which I was being told was 
"real" Aboriginal art, as though I had a right to it. Then I had to, in effect, pretend that it 
was not there. Yet it was the only imagery speaking to me AT THAT TIME. Was I right to 
do this? I often ask this question, and I guess I have to answer, no. It was my strong 
reaction to the righteousness and hypocrisy that I felt surrounded by. It was my way of 
saying the journey was mine. I had to do it to get to the next place. I can now state 
categorically that I would never in my life do it again. I am now in the next place. My 
life had been appropriated in a sense, and I had appropriated. Ultimately the text and 
imagery that surrounded me gave me no lead. However, some academic work was 
starting to articulate some of the concerns with which I was dealing.
In 1990, Paul Counsel, a doctoral student at the University of Wollongong approached 
me wanting me to read his thesis which related to his work and his understanding of 
genocide. I was happy to do this although many other Aboriginal people thought that 
he "oughtn't to be encouraged" in this area. It was assumed he was another white 
bioke re-interpreting history to suit himself, because he was an academic. There was a 
deeply embedded suspicion regarding the collection of observations of Aboriginality by 
academics because they were seen to have power on many levels. Not the least, 
because they presumed to tell us who we were before we had even worked it out for 
ourselves. This information was then bedded in a way that it became the fact before we 
could confirm or deny it. Shared discussions became "research" and this "research" 
became "knowledge" and that "knowledge" was then "owned" by the "researcher" a  
"institution."
At this time in Sydney, and elsewhere, there were wide ranging discussions in the creative 
and academic communities regarding appropriation. Within some Aboriginal 
communities these discussions were related in some cases to the control of remote 
Aboriginal art by non-Aboriginal "experts" who were presenting them in particular
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contexts. This was alongside the non-acceptance of "urban," "rural," or "koori" art as a 
legitimate continuation of traditional Aboriginal culture. These discussions were only just 
being developed in some Aboriginal areas. The imposition of outside understanding of 
Aboriginal experience and context was damaging and confusing, as I have outlined in 
many ways. How many Aboriginal communities and customs have been studied in the 
name of getting a Doctorate and "big bucks"? Why would Paul Counsel be any 
different?
At this time, Tim Johnson had been doing a series of works related to his experience of 
Aboriginal people and exposure to the culture. Some of this work was collaborative with 
particular Papunya artists. As well, that discussion was still around about him being a 
"white aboriginal."64 With Imants Tillers painting "W hite A borig ines" ( 1983, acrylic on 
canvas board No.s 840-939x381 c, Matt's Gallery, London Collection Museum of 
Contemporary Art, Sydney, gift of Lotti and Victor Smorgan, 1995).65 This was something 
that Imants Tillers had mentioned in many discussions at the time as an explanation of 
appropriation of specific Aboriginal imagery,65 and other non-Aboriginal Australian artists 
had taken up.67 Ultimately Tim Johnson rejected the notion of "white aboriginal" as a "bit 
unrealistic."66
Tim Johnson asks, how can non-Aboriginal people comment on Aboriginal art or 
Aboriginal matters? He notes that there are attempts to do so. His frustration shows, 
however, when he comments that whatever he does in practice appears wrong. It seems 
more appropriate to "c o n tra d ic t in p ra c tic e  the d ism al d o c tr in e  tha t no  ra p p ro ch e m e n t is 
possible.,,(fi
Interestingly, artist Diana Wood Conroy, who came to the discourse from an 
archaeological and textile background notes:
"what was hardest to  understand  is th a t it is n o t so im p o rta n t for the  person (A borig ina l) 
to know the p lace , fo r the  m an  o r w om an  to  'fram e ', ca tegorise , a n d  classify e a ch  
element o f the country, w h a t was rea lly im po rtan t was th a t the coun try  knew  the person. 
This simple observation is a  reversal o f  the  p ro c e d u re  o f  our env ironm en ta l sciences. "70
Diana Wood Conroy located herself for a period at Bathurst Island, Tiwi country. She felt 
a need to do this in order to contextualise her greater knowledge of European past with 
the real past in Australia. Although Wood Conroy had done earlier study of Aboriginal 
art by working in the Northern Territory, she felt she needed to be absorbed in Australia 
more completely. Thus at Bathurst Island she came to understand that her "otherness"
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allowed her to view or observe the bush and make aesthetic comment on it. She notes in 
her research that," the bush a n d  the creatures in it w ere  tre a te d  entirety w ithout 
sentimentality, as one  co u ld  tre a t m em bers o f  one 's  ow n family. "7I
Wood Conroy's awareness of the living land of the Tiwi people contrasted sharply with 
her observations of the abandoned and fragmentary sites on the lllawarra coast near 
Wollongong. She observes the different framing, different assumptions about what is 
'normal" with land.72 She draws, grids, maps, for whole days on the land until the lands 
moves into her, re-aligns her. Wood Conroy recognises that these experiences that 
inform and develop her art work are not comparable to an Aboriginal person before the 
Europeans came or even to a contemporary Koori. Without losing identity or 
appropriating Aboriginal frames of reference, Diana Wood Conroy develops her "sense 
of place" with recognition and alongside Aboriginal history, holding her difference but 
acknowledging Aboriginally.
Paul Counsel has said, "b y  n o t rem em bering  the past, w e con tinue  to b la m e  the victims 
f a  their depressed soc ia l cond ition , a n d  con tinue  the  p ra c tices  o f institutionalised  
injustice. By b lam ing  the  victims, w e  a v o id  a n y  recogn ition  o f  gu ilt o r realisation th a t as 
individuals, a n d  as a  nation, w e  b e n e fit from  a  b ru ta l past. In this w a y  w e  also a vo id  
issues o f com pensa tion  a n d  la n d  rights because, as Kevin G ilbert sa ys ,' this w ou ld  in flam e  
the m em ory o f  pas t gu ilt a n d  the  territoria l fears o f  the  u n in fo rm e d '." 73
Paul Counsel explains his work thus: "As an  artist I take  things w hich h a ve  im m ed ia te  a n d  
recognisable m ean ing  a n d  re-present them  in ways w hich g ive  n e w  m eaning. I take  clay, 
which is earth  a n d  la n d  a n d  w hich has a  recogn isab le  utilitanan function, a n d  re-present it 
as a  m e taphor fo r A bo rig ina l societies. I use m e ta l w h ich has a  m e a n in g  in o ne  co n te x t 
and re-present it as a  m e ta p h o r fo r w h ite  society. That the  m e ta l is rusty a n d  c o rro d e d  is 
an im portant signifier in the  work. "74
Counsel's work lacked any offence to Aboriginal people. It did not re-interpret history, re­
invent lives, or appropriate imagery. It was simply what it said it was. It had no 
implications beyond that which an artist draws from within him/herself and imposes on a 
landscape that already exists; in this case, the visual arts forum and the academic 
situation to which it was directed. Counsel started with known facts that were agreed to 
in general, by both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people who were part of this 
discourse.
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As far as I could see, this was not appropriation of history or life. That idea of a "white 
aboriginal" did both, in that it denied the historical experience of Aboriginal people and 
presumed a shared history. It also appropriated identity in that "Aboriginal'' has clearly 
come to mean the indigenous people of this country while a "white aboriginal" does not.
As a result of the discourse related to "white aboriginal," Tim Johnson received a degree 
of criticism of his work from both within Aboriginal art communities as well as the broader 
arts community. As I saw it, this was patently unfair. That he worked collaboratively with 
various Papunya artists was seen as an unfair and unequal exchange given the nature of 
relationships between indigenous and non-indigenous peoples. That he used dots in the 
manner of Central and Western Desert Aboriginal artists was seen in some areas as an 
appropriation of cultural property.75 Fair exchange between like-minded artists can 
sometimes be the most profound exchange, cutting across many concerns that hamper 
mind and body. Aboriginal artists seek out this exchange as much as non-Aboriginal 
artists and my personal opinion is that it is a most significant part of artistic discourse in 
Australia today.
Dots themselves are not unique to Aboriginally. That is not to deny their significance in 
terms of identifiable processes in Aboriginal art. The neo-lmpressionistic pointillist 
movement of 1869-1890 in France is an obvious example of this lack of uniqueness, 
despite the obvious differences. Medium and form cannot be copyrighted; nor should 
they be part of the discussion.
Appropriation in Aboriginal art has become a significant discussion point in terms of 
recognising not only Aboriginal identity, but the associated cultural ramifications. It has 
become another weapon to encourage guilt and shame in the broad Australian arts 
community. Aboriginal people themselves are still fighting for a forum for their own views 
in this discussion. Because of this guilt and shame, and the lack of an Aboriginal point of 
view, fair and reasonable discussion is being appropriated. The philosophy of non- 
Aboriginal property and education still dominates the agenda.
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a ppr o pr iatio n , ethics a n d  identity .
Following many whisperings on the subject during 1997, an article appeared in Art 
Monthly. This followed Western Australian artist, Elizabeth Durack's request for advice 
from its author, Robert Smith. In his article, "The Incarnations of Eddie Burrup," Robert 
Smith says that Elizabeth Durack had painted herself into a corner.76 In 1975, she explains, 
she began producing a series of what she called "morphological paintings."77 This series 
was the start of a development of an "alter ego" Aboriginal man, named Eddie Burrup. 
Over a period of time, Elizabeth Durack had developed transcription text from so-called 
tape interviews with Eddie Burrup.78 As a result of both the text and the work developed, 
Eddie Burrup became reasonably well known by "his" work. Reproduction of some of 
Eddie's work had resulted in an invitation to exhibit in the 1996 exhibition "Native Title 
Now" at the Aboriginal Cultural Institute, at Tondanya in Adelaide, South Australia. The 
three works in this exhibition were then included as part of a nation-wide tour which 
resulted in other pieces of Eddie's work being accepted in the Telstra National Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Art Award in Darwin.79
Elizabeth Durack was able to develop her Eddie Burrup alter-ego so successfully through 
her family's long association with the Aboriginal people of the Kimberley region as a result 
of extensive landholdings there. Durack indicated to Robert Smith that she was aware of 
the ideological and ethical issues raised by her invention of Eddie. However, it is only 
since Eddie suddenly emerged as a fully developed artistic persona towards the end of 
1994 that things became out of control and she has sought a way to reveal Eddie's 
identity.00 As Durack explains, Eddie Burrup was a synthesis of several Aboriginal men she 
had known. She names Argyle Boxer, an Aboriginal guide in the Keep River Gorge, Jeff 
Chunuma Rainyerri Djanaiwan of Ivanhoe Station, old Jubul and old Roger of the 
Ivanhoe Bush Camp among others. Although these men were part of her inspiration, 
there is no comment from them in relation to Eddie Burrup. And although Elizabeth 
Durack is keen to give satisfaction to any who have bought the works of Eddie Burrup, she 
is emphatic that she will continue representing an Aboriginal voice through Eddie Burrup. 
She does so in the name of reconciliation between black and white in Australia. She 
does not acknowledge that her representation of black through Eddie Burrup and white 
through herself, is in fact only one view, hers. How can that be reconciliation? That she 
has taken (appropriated?) a number of Aboriginal men's lives and synthesised them into 
a form that pleases her idea of Aboriginality does not seem to be contradictory to her.
She sees it as a genuine artistic device.
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In July 1996 in an article entitled "Identity Crisis"8' the identity of the well-known Aboriginal 
author and academic, Mudrooroo Narrogin, formerly Colin Johnson, was questioned. It 
was stated in the article that Mudrooroo had passed himself off as an Aboriginal for the 
last thirty years or more, when in fact he was not. The article states that Mudrooroo's 
sister, whom he barely knows, can find no evidence of Aboriginally.82 Mudrooroo 
Narrogin (Colin Johnson) was placed in St Joseph's Orphanage in Perth as a baby. He 
would not meet his family for fifty years.
As in other states, Western Australia's forcible removal of Aboriginal children had the same 
effects on Aboriginal people. Numerous adult children are even now trying to locate 
family and pick up those pieces of identity possibly lost forever. Is Mudrooroo Narrogin 
Aboriginal? He genuinely believes so and that belief is reasonable based on his life 
experiences and what he understands to be the facts. He lives life as an Aboriginal 
person and that Aboriginally includes dispossession from family, discrimination and time in 
gaol.
"The 'co lou red  b o y ' o f  inde te rm in a fe  origins h a d  b e c o m e  an  a ng ry  young  b la c k  m an, 
hardened b y  poverty , fam ily separa tion  a n d  gao l, an  e xpe rience  shared  b y  so m a n y  o f  
his Aborig ina l inmates. "83
"Many o f Us M o b ," he writes in his recent book," h a ve  se rved  g a o l sentences, a n d  it is in 
the prisons o f  Austra lia  th a t m a n y  o f  Us M o b  d e v e lo p  a  consciousness o f  na tio n w id e  
indigenality w hich is overtly  politica l. " ,84
As an Aboriginal person, through his writing, he gave Aboriginal experience a voice, and 
Aboriginal literature a context. We read his work and understand it. He tells us who we 
are. He tells all Australia, both black and white some things about our history, about our 
psyche, about Us Mob. In a further article by Richard Guilliatt in The Sydney Morning 
Herald, Mudrooroo Narrogin's identity was questioned again along with two other well- 
known Aboriginal writers.
One of these was Archie Weller, whose lifelong understanding was that his grandmother 
was an Aboriginal woman of mixed blood.85 This has been supported by his family over 
many years despite the fact that he attended private school and his father was wealthy. 
The article mentions that Archie's skin is white despite the fact that he has Aboriginal 
features (whatever that means).
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Archie Weller has always presented himself as Aboriginal, as speaking with an Aboriginal 
voice. His mentor was the Nyoongah playwright Jack Davis and he has taken part in 
many indigenous arts conferences. In response to an earlier article by Debra Jopson in 
The Sydney Morning Herald, Archie Weller wrote:
Debra Jopson's a rtic le  a b o u t m e  (H era ld  M a rch  24), implies th a t for 20 years I h a ve  b e e n  
living o ff funds as an A bo rig ina l writer, a n d  th a t I h a ve  b ee n  d e a lin g  in fraudu len t 
activities. She further states tha t I d o  n o t c o m e  under the Federa l G overnm ent's  defin ition  
of Aboriginality.
I was not aw are  tha t the  Federa l G ove rnm en t h a d  a ny  say in p rov ing  a  person's  
genealog ica l status. A re  w e  to  return to  the  b a d  o ld  days o f  the  1900s w hen A. O.
Neville a n d  his pals in the D e p artm en t o f  A bo rig ina l Affairs w en t o u t o f  their w a y  to  d iv id e  
Aboriginal p e o p le  in to  ca tegories  o f  quarter, half, e igh th -cas te  e tc , a n d  tried  to  b re e d  ou t 
the colour o f the d re a d e d  A borig ine?
In any case, b y  the c rite ria  o f  the  Australia Council, I d o  m easure up. I iden tify  as b e in g  o f  
Aboriginal d escen t (as o p p o se d  to  'b e in g  A b o rig in a l' as I am  obviously n o t a  full-b lood).
I identify with the spirituality a n d  cu ltu re  o f A borig ina lity  a n d  there  a re  m em bers o f the  
Aboriginal com m un ity  w ho  a c c e p t  m e  as Aborig ina l. As to  living o ff  funds as an  
Aboriginal writer, I w o n de r if  D eb ra  Jopson has re a d  a n y  o f m y work. M y writings h a ve  
been a c c e p te d  on their literary m erit a n d  n o t beca u se  I am  an  A bo rig ina l writer.
O f course, because  I a m  in terested  in A bo rig ina l affairs, issues a n d  peo p le , m y articles, 
essays a n d  writings a ll re fle c t this interest. Does she honestly think I co u ld  b e  s tup id  
enough to g o  to a  b la c k  w rite rs '/p layw righ ts ' c o n fe re n ce  if I was a  w h ite  m an p re te n d in g  
to be  an Aborig ine? I w en t b eca u se  I was inv ited  a n d  m a d e  m a n y  lasting friends there.
I have always m a in ta in e d  the  A bo rig ina l b lo o d  was re m o te  b u t th a t I was p ro u d  o f  it. I 
have been  writing stories s ince I was 12 years old. Writing is m y  very life a n d  I in ten d  to  
keep on writing.
Speaking o f  writing, I think the journalistic b e h a v io u r o f  D ebra  Jopson was unfa ir to  say  
the least. For exam ple , she says I 'was a  b o a rd e r a t Perth's exclusive G u ild fo rd  G ram m ar 
School' b u t she fails to  m en tion  I was n eve r pa rticu la rly  h a p p y  there  a n d  th a t I sought the  
friendship o f the  A bo rig ina l students, n am e ly  Trevor Brownley, M au rice  M cG uire, Shane
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Garflett, Brian Blurton a n d  J im m y Holland. This. curiously, was long  b e fo re  I knew  o f  m y  
own ancestry. I to ld  her this.
I wonder a t the in tegrity  o f  som eone  'g e ttin g  in fo rm a tion ' from  sh ad o w y  figures 'in the  
literary world ' (ERstatem ent) w ho ca n  then take  certa in  sections from a  te lephone  
conversation a n d  ye t le a ve  others out, to  m ake  an  a rtic le  which she hopes will b e  
sensational.
I take um brage a t the  descrip tion  th a t I am  an  itinerant a n d  tha t I drink too  m uch. It is 
possible peop le  will c o m e  to  the  conclusion th a t I a m  a  hopeless drunk, perhaps suffering  
from delusions or the DTs. Because in this S tate pa rticu la rly  y o u 'd  h a ve  to  h a ve  b o th  to  
be openly p ro u d  to  b e  A b o rig in a l if  you c o u ld  g e t a w a y  w ith passing as white.
Since m ed ia  interest in m y  g e n e a lo g y  b e g a n  to  e m e rg e  in the 1980s, I have  a lways been  
honest in m y dealings w ith this d ifficu lt persona l question th a t a ffec ts  m y  fam ily as well as 
myself. I have  never m a d e  a  secre t o f  m y  fa the r's  d isapp rova l a n d  I resent b e in g  d raw n  
into this increasingly rid iculous a n d  dangerous a tte m p t a t  the  destruction  o f  artists.
Already I have  h e a rd  th a t there  a re  those sam e sh ad o w y 'literary figures' trying to  destroy  
the im age o f one  o f  our g re a te s t poets, O o d g e ro o  N oonucca l, b y  saying she is no t 
Aboriginal b u t Scots-Kanaka.
But I know strength will p re va il and , as I say in A bo rig in a l Voices b y  Liz Thompson, w ay  
back in 1990, T m  A rch ie  W eller a n d  I a m  Scottish, Irish, Jewish, Spanish, Aborig ina l,
English a n d  G erm an, b u t the  b lo o d  th a t shines through mostly is A borig ina l'.
I always tell p e o p le  it does n o t m a tte r a b o u t the  co lo u r o f  your skin. If you 've  g o t the  
heart a n d  spirit o f  an  A bo rig ina l th a t c a n  n eve r die. I
I know w ho I am. M y p e o p le  a c c e p t  me. It does n o t rea lly  worry m e  if Ms. Jopson a n d  
her kind cannot.
Archie Weller, N o rthb ridge  (W A) - M arch  26.
Both Mudrooroo Narrogin and Archie Weller understood through their whole lives that 
they were Aboriginal. Are they?
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Doctor Roberta Sykes is the other Aboriginal writer mentioned in the article, "Black, white 
and grey all over."87 For some time now her own origins have been whispered about 
and questioned. Dr Roberta Sykes originally came from Townsville in Queensland and 
has also accepted Aboriginality as her identity based on facts as she understands them 
which form part of her recent book Snakes Cradle.88 Dr Roberta Sykes was the first 
Aboriginal woman to gain a Doctorate in Philosophy. Through her own hard work and 
the support of many Aboriginal women and non-Aboriginal women, she obtained this 
award at Harvard University in America.
She came back to Australia and has continued her monumental contribution as an 
activist, academic and writer to both Aboriginal affairs and broader Australia's 
understanding of Aboriginal history and experience.
The same article mentions Leon Carmen, a white author who falsely claimed to be Wanda 
Koolmatrie, an Aboriginal woman whose dispossession under the Protection Act resulted 
in "her" need to write an "autobiographical" novel.89 This article as well, mentions Mario 
Morgan, an American writer who falsely claimed in her book. Mutant Message Down 
Under90 to have spent many months with an Aboriginal tribe in remote outback. She has 
since been confronted regarding this lie and has apologised. This apology was given 
after a group of Aboriginal people travelled all the way to America to demand an 
explanation of her fraudulent work.
Helen Darville, who under the name Helen Demidenko, wrote The Hand That Signed The 
Paper91 claimed Ukrainian descent to give authenticity to her work, which was written 
from a Ukrainian perspective. The newspaper article mentions Streten Bozic, Serbian 
immigrant, who under the name of B. Wongar, was represented as Aboriginal, and wrote 
and published many books from an "Aboriginal" perspective.
The article also talks about Elizabeth Durack and her Aboriginal alter-ego Eddie Burrup. 
Elizabeth Durack currently continues to paint and enjoy the lifestyle, both professional and 
personal, that she always has.
Leon Carmen continues to drive taxis and write as he has done for many years. Helen 
Darville continues to write and be published, maintains her web site, and engages in those 
areas that she was developing prior to the discovery of her fraudulent identity. Streten 
Bozic lives his life in Heidelberg, Victoria, undisturbed by the exposure of the fraud of B. 
Wongar's writings.
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The discussions on the ideology and ethics of misuse of identity continue, bedded in 
current arts philosophy around creativity and origins. No-one is discussing the impact the 
fraudulent actions will have on Aboriginality. No-one is making a stand on behalf of the 
innocent victims of this discussion, Archie Weller, Mudrooroo Narogin, and Doctor Roberta
Sykes.
Archie Weller's credibility has been questioned, perhaps destroyed, it would seem.
Although he did not deliberately set out to create a fraud and there is still no evidence 
that he did. He says, when asked what he will do, "really, it would destroy me, because 
my writing is my whole life. I have spent my whole life writing my stories."92
Mudrooroo lives in Queensland silently writing, and has just issued his most recent work.
The Indigenous Literature of Australia. Milli Milli Wanaka.93 This work is a significant 
contribution, from an Aboriginal perspective, to the discussion of literature in Australia 
today, and covers a number of relevant areas. Whenever I ask about him, no-one wants 
to talk and many have wondered while talking to me, if they should continue using him as 
a reference. This questioning of his identity seems to have undermined his academic 
credibility. It is as though he has done something wrong. His works, like Archie Weller's 
works, have contributed significantly to the understanding of contemporary Aboriginality. 
They are important references in all academic work in this area. I use their works as an 
important marker and reference, and will continue to do so.
Doctor Roberta Sykes says, "you d o n  7 see anyone  driv ing  pas t drunks on the  street saying  
'that one 's n o t Aborig ina l. P eop le  w ho  h a ve  histories o f  o rphanages, o f abuse  a n d  
social ostracism a re  n ow  suffering m u ltip le  victim isation, th a t is the  tragedy. "94 This great 
woman is currently questioned as an authority in her area of expertise, issues of race, 
health and politics, in the same way that Mudrooroo and Archie Weller are being 
questioned. There is a nervousness about talking about what is happening to her and a 
hesitation about using her writings in any way. How could this be I wonder? What have 
these great Aboriginal Australians done to deserve this?
What makes this controversy serious is that the white people who fraudulently claim 
Aboriginal or other identity did it deliberately to legitimise work that could not have stood 
up without this "first person" voice. The Aboriginal people I have talked about are our 
major contemporary voices and they speak genuinely believing their Aboriginality. One 
has to ask the question, is the arts community practicing a form of spiritual genocide? If 
these Aboriginal people are denied a voice, or a place in the creative community, then
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where will their voices be heard? Where will they have a forum? This is why I continue to 
reference them in this work.
Due to the dispossession that has happened to Aboriginal people in Australia,
Aboriginality is constantly questioned in both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal quarters. Yet 
for Mudrooroo Narrogin, Archie Weller and Roberta Sykes, this questioning in publications 
they have no control over by non-Aboriginal writers, appropriates significant Aboriginal 
voices. Are they Aboriginal? Can we prove they are not? Yet this very public 
questioning has brought about their death as credible people and continues the denial 
of the very history they give voice to. It is a horrendous act of genocide if we believe that 
writing gives voice, history, culture, character and place to a people. In one fell swoop 
three major voices are decimated ... and no-one raises an eyebrow. Meanwhile 
Elizabeth Durack, Leon Carmen, Streten Bozic and Helen Darville go on, assured in the 
knowledge, despite some discomfort, that assuming "first voice" and manufacturing an 
alter-ego is an acceptable artistic tradition.
This appropriation of "voice" can also be a problem in an academic arena. While 
attending Wollongong University, I became aware of another Doctoral student who was 
developing his work in relation to a picture he had found from the Port Stephens area of 
New South Wales. My observations and the events that unfolded were crucial in defining 
my understanding of the philosophical underpinnings of my reasoning in this area. This in 
turn impacts on my work.
The picture I refer to was of a fine old Aboriginal man in a top hat and morning clothes. 
This student presented the development of his research and imagery at a post-graduate 
seminar which I and another Aboriginal post-graduate student attended. We attended 
in order to hear his reasoning of the work that he was developing. We were both upset 
and angry at his presentation and decided to raise the issue in specific ways. I drafted a 
letter as follows and presented it to a number of individual Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
people and organisations before I sent it. It was clearly my letter and I was speaking on 
my own behalf. The letter is as follows:
"I listened with interest to  your presentation  a t  the  P ostgraduate  C on fe rence  a t  
W ollongong University. It ra ised som e questions to  d o  with eth ics for m e, w h ich I p resent 
to you now  in the h o p e  o f  a  response from  you.
The history o f  A bo rig ina l p e o p le  in Austra lia  is a pp a llin g  a n d  continues to  b e  so. This 
history was c re a te d  b y  non-A borig ina l p e o p le  b y  initially in vad ing  this coun try  a n d
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declaring it 'terra nullius'. w hich was e x p e d ie n t b u t illega l b y  the  British Law o f  the time. 
However, a  com p lic ity  s ta rted  then, w here  the gains o f  this e xpe d ie nce  w ere  so good , 
and Aboriginal p eo p le  so easily d isca rded , th a t their de fin ition  as 'no t m em bers o f  the  
human race , ' was a llo w e d  to  con tinue  such tha t the  w ho le  present system in terms o f  
institutions, governments, e d u c a tio n a l deve lopm en ts , a n d  subconscious psyche  allows 
our 'non-hum an ' status to  continue. In fa c t it is constan tly  re -e n fo rce d  in every a re a  
through the fictionalisation o f  A bo rig ina l p e o p le  in story, song, d o cu m e n ta tio n , a n d  visual 
imagery, a n d  the constan t s te reo typ ing  th a t A bo rig ina l p e o p le  h a ve  to  d e a l with every  
day. Aboriginal p e o p le  have  n o t h a d  a  c h a n c e  to  tell their ow n  stories. Their lives have  
been constantly a p p ro p ria te d  b y  non -A borig ina l peop le .
Who is Billy Pogo? W hat was his re a l n am e?  Who a re  his p e o p le ? W here is his la n d?  He 
might well b e  an end e a ring  little  n a tive  fa c e  to  a  non-AJooriginal person b u t to  an  
Aboriginal person he  m a y  well b e  their g ra n d fa th e r th a t they w ere d e n ie d  b ecause  o f  
such things as the P ro tection  A c t  a n d  the  e n fo rc e d  co n tro l o f  A bo rig ina l p e o p le  through  
the Missions.
Why is this m an 's rea l life  so unava ilab le , b u t a  fic tiona lised life a c c e p ta b le ?  Why isn 7 it 
shocking tha t b y  sheer fa c t o f  his b e in g  an  A bo rig in a l person he  co u ld  p ro b a b ly  n eve r tell 
his story or his history, a n d  ye t som eone  else c a n  a p p ro p ria te  his fa c e  a n d  re -invent him ?
Is that no t a  continuation  o f  the  racist a ttitudes th a t a re  a llow ing  the g e n o c id e  o f the  
Aboriginal p e o p le ?
Australia is no t equal. For som e o f  us there  is a  despera tion  in trying to  redress. We a re  
all d e m ea n ed  b y  the  inequalities th a t surround us in terms o f  A bo rig ina l peop le . For 
Aboriginal p e o p le  this inequa lity  results in such things as a  20 year g a p  in terms o f  life 
expectancy as c o m p a re d  to  non-Aborig ine; a  g re a te r in fan t m orta lity  ra te ; a  g re a te r  
inc idence o f cu rab le  diseases; a  g re a te r la ck  o f representation  in the  work fo rce  a n d  
education institutions as w ell as the  decision m ak ing  forces in this country; a  g re a te r  
percen tage  representation in the  prison system, a n d  a  consequen t g re a te r dea ths in 
custody; a  g re a te r a m o u n t o f housing problem s; hea lth  prob lem s - 1 c o u ld  g o  on a n d  on  
but the statistics a re  read ily  ava ilab le  if  you w a n t to  research them.
Taking an im a g e  a n d  im posing ones ow n cre a tiv ity  o n to  it is n o t a b o u t artistic freedom , 
as some p e o p le  h ave  tried  to  te ll me. We a re  ta lk ing a b o u t an  oppressed p e o p le  w ho  
even now  a re  d e n ie d  na tu ra l jus tice  or a  forum  to  tell their ow n  stories a n d  history.
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To say tha t one  has permission o f  a  p a rticu la r ra c e  o f  peo p le , as you have  done , is simply  
not g o o d  enough. During our P ostg radua te  C on fe re n ce  you d id  n o t h a ve  m y  
permission, or, Joy  Williams' (Janaka  W iradjuri) permission. Why a re  w e  d iscoun ted?  
Aboriginal p e o p le  a re  n o t an  am orphous mass. It is n o t g o o d  enough  th a t you g o  to  
some peop le  a n d  d e c id e  tha t they represent the  w ho le  race , a n d  thus you h a ve  the  
approval o f the w ho le  race . That is app ly in g  a  w h ite  c o n c e p t o f  d e m o c ra c y  a n d  
hierarchy. D e m o cra cy  does n o t work if  you a re  a  minority. Permission in the sense you  
described is meaningless a n d  a  misuse o f  the  id e a  o f  'e ld e r ' as you p resen ted  it. 'E lder' 
is not a  h ie ra rch ica l position in our co m m u n ity  structure. Essentially, I think, permission as 
you presented it, is an a b ro g a tio n  o f  persona l responsibility b eca u se  ultim ately, it is a b o u t 
what is a c c e p ta b le  ethically, I feel. It is a  question o f  m orality, n o t o f  'perm ission'.
Statistically it has b ee n  shown in re c e n t times th a t one  in five m a le  Australians finds it 
entirely a c c e p ta b le  fo r a  m an  to  co n tro l a  w om an  b y  v io lence  - i.e. one  in five finds 
domestic v io lence a cce p ta b le . Statistically o ne  in three w om en in Australia will 
experience an extrem e form  o f  v io lence  from a  m ale, w he ther it b e  through rape, 
domestic violence, o r o th e r form o f  a tta ck . O f the 668 p e o p le  w ho  c o m m itte d  murders 
between 1989-91 in Australia, 593 w ere  males. N early o ne  q u a rte r o f the  m urders w ere  
between sexual intimates, usually spouses o r d e  factos. a n d  o f  these murders, w om en  
were the victims in 80 p e r c e n t o f  the  cases.
Yet one in five e ffec tive ly  g ive  their permission for this to  happen . Is it a c c e p ta b le  then  
that one g ro up  o f  peop le , w ho  a re  g ene ra lly  physically sm aller a n d  e co n o m ica lly  less 
powerful, a re  p re ye d  on b y  a  stronger a n d  m ore  d o m in a n t g ro up ?  Is it a c c e p ta b le  tha t 
the p reyed  on group, w om en, a re  a p p ro p ria te d  a n d  re -inven ted  in terms of, a m o n g  
other things, b o d y  im a g e  a n d  sexuality, to  fit the  expec ta tions  o f  the  d o m in a n t group, 
who statistically see them  as som eth ing  to  b ea t, ra p e  e tc. In one  in five cases?
la m  trying to d e a l with the  id e a  o f  permission as b a la n c e d  aga inst the eth ics involved.
In the m idd le  o f a ll those discussions on the whys a n d  wherefores o f  feminism, a re  issues o f  
power a n d  ethics th a t co nce rn  the  hum an ra c e  b eca u se  it is a b o u t life a n d  death .
Hitler's experiments with tem pe ra tu re  variations on hum an beings h a d  the permission o f  
quite 'pa rticu la r' m em bers o f  the  m e d ic a l a n d  scientific  profession as d id  the experim ents  
carried out on twins. A  lo t o f  the  results o f  th a t research is b e in g  used today, b u t it is very  
tainted research. The sc ience  a n d  m e d ic a l com m unities a re  still trying to d e a l with the  
ethics involved in those experim ents because  they weren  7 honestly d e a lt w ith a t the time.
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These experiments w ere abho rren t in terms o f hum an rights a n d  they re -e n fo rce d  the  
notion o f particu la r races o f  hum an  beings as b e in g  less ' h u m a n H o w  does one  
balance the id e a  o f g roun d b rea k in g  research o f  g re a t hum an cre a tiv ity  aga inst the  life o f  
any individual hum an b e ing ?  It co u ld  b e  sa id  th a t a n  a ttitu d e  th a t allows for th a t sort o f  
suffering has no co m m itm e n t u ltim ate ly  to  hum anity. M y persona l opin ion is th a t there  is 
no discussion. It is a  question o f  e th ics a n d  eth ics d ic ta te s  w h a t WE KNOW  to  b e  righ t 
and wrong.
Where there is oppression a n d  th a t oppression gives permission for suffering to  b e  
inflicted, the ethics a re  qu ite  c le a r to  me.
Aboriginal peop le , b eca u se  o f  the  dispossession a n d  g e n o c id e , a re  suffering in exac tly  
the same w ay as those w ho su ffe red  experim enta tion  during  the war. b u t the  
'experiments ' never e n d  so long  as p e o p le  d o n  7 a p p ly  the ir ow n m ora l brakes to  the  
appropriation a n d  m isrepresentation o f a  p e o p le  whose re a l story is still to  b e  told. I also  
feel that it is no t som eth ing  th a t shou ld  b e  d u m p e d  in to  the laps o f  'A borig ina l p e o p le ' as 
though they w ere a  singular mass. A bo rig ina l p e o p le  d id  n o t inven t this p rob lem , b u t  
they d o  suffer the consequences a n d  tha t is enough. Don 7 e x p e c t A bo rig ina l p e o p le  to  
rest consciences.
Alice Dixon. m o the r o f  the  Dixon b o y  w ho  d ie d  in cus tody  in A de la ide , has her im age  
repeated in newspapers a n d  m agazines beca u se  o f  h e r invo lvem ents in Deaths in 
Custody. She finally c o m m itte d  su ic ide earlier this year - one  co u ld  say a n o th e r d e a th  in 
custody. She was in cu s to d y  e ffec tive ly  since her b o y  was g ao le d , b u t pa rticu la rly  since  
his death; there was no  re lease for he r - no  jo y fu l reunion with her son to  look fo rw a rd  to.
Is it that in thirty years tim e som e person will find  her p h o to g ra p h  a m o n g  a  p ile  o f  cuttings  
or photographs - her fa c e  is so s trong a n d  com pass iona te  - a n d  rew ork  o r fictionalise her 
life? C hange her n a m e  - im pose ano the r life on her fa c e ?  She g o t no  jus tice  in this life 
and certainly has n o t h a d  a  c h a n c e  to  tell he r story.
In 50 years tim e w e  will h ave  the  sam e rich trove  o f  p ho tog raphs  o f  A bo rig ina l p e o p le  
that we have  now  - e th n o g ra p h ic  pho tographs, a c tio n  pho tographs, m e d ita tive  
photographs, o f  strong faces, in teresting faces, com pass iona te  faces, suffering faces.
We will have  re a d y  access to  the  M urray b oy 's  im a g e  a n d  th a t o f  his suffering m o the r a n d  
father. W e'll have  the im a g e  o f  John Pat, L loyd Boney's fam ily, the  G undy  lad, a n d  
excellent pho tog raphs o f his w idow , Dolly, a n d  their boy. Is it a c c e p ta b le  to  im pose  
anything b u t the truth a b o u t their lives in 20 years, 50 years. WO years tim e? Is it e th ica l to
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fictionalise a  life when rea lity says tha t when they a re  living, their truth was d e n ie d  a n d  they  
got no justice. They h a ve  no  c h a n c e  to  tell their ow n story while living, so w o u ld  it b e  
right to impose som e o ther story a fte r d e a th ?
What is Billy Pogo's re a l story? W hat righ t has a n yo n e  to s tea l his history, his nam e, a n d  
his land from him a n d  re -in te rpre t it, fictionalise it, in o rde r to  'c re a te '. O ne  o f the b iggest 
single postm odern discussions has b ee n  on app rop ria tion , pa rticu la rly  in terms o f the  
visual arts. My persona l op in ion is th a t you h a ve  'a p p ro p r ia te d ' Billy P ogo 's life  
although t w ou ld  use the less p o lite  phrase, you h a ve  's to len ' Billy P ogo 's  life.
White lives, white perspectives, a re  n o t A bo rig in a l lives a n d  A bo rig ina l perspective 's .
Truth reveals shocking dispossession a n d  g e n o c id e  in Australia, b u t m o re  o ften  the truth is 
hidden a n d  denied. Racist a ttitudes h ave  p re va ile d  a n d  in d o in g  so h a ve  a llo w e d  for 
the continual deaths o f the  ind igenous peop les o f  this a n d  o the r countries. We h ave  
been rom anticised a n d  fic tiona lised in our ow n coun try  a n d  our ow n times, w hich  
effectively dispossesses us from  d a y  to  d a y  hum an ity  a n d  m akes us p a r t o f  'an o th e r long  
ago time a n d  p la c e ' peop le . We h a ve  b e e n  dispossessed as p a r t o f hum an ity  b y  
constant stereotyping a n d  thus h a ve  b e e n  h e rd e d  like c a ttle  from  one  institution to  
another, one s tereo type  to  ano ther, o n e  story to  another, dy ing  like flies a lo n g  the way.
The non-Aboriginal co m p lic ity  in this process has b e e n  a llo w e d  b y  the  a ttitudes  o f  the likes 
of Daisy Bates, Strelow, the churches, the  academ ics , a n d  others, beca u se  they observe  
us dispassionately through non-A borig ina l eyes. How ca n  they know  us when they a re  
not us. We are  the 'o th e r' so the stories go. We a re  n o t e q u a l b e ca u se  it is n o t our 
world. It is the w orld  o f  the  d o m in a n t culture. This cu ltu re  docum en ts  fa c t a n d  fiction  
accord ing to  tha t expe rience  a n d  others o f  the  d o m in a n t cu ltu re  re fe r to  th a t b o d y  o f  
information, never thinking th a t it is n o t true, th a t they a re  just looking  a t  themselves. Thus 
the truth o f A borig ina l history is d e n ie d  a n d  A bo rig ina l pe rspec tive  is n eve r represented.
We continue NOT to  exist in our ow n tim e a n d  our ow n land. O ur shad o w  la n d  
continues because  o f  the  non-A borig ina l assumption, as p a r t o f  the  d o m in a n t culture, 
that it is okay, a m o n g  m a n y  o th e r things, to  a p p ro p ria te  A bo rig ina l lives a n d  re-invent 
them.
Your p ro jec t has ra ised issues for m e  th a t h a ve  b e e n  a ro u n d  for som e time, a n d  as I h ave  
said, I fee l they a re  issues o f  morals a n d  ethics, n o t ones o f  c re a tiv ity  a n d  perm iss ion,.. ."
Thus the letter went on. In writing this letter and working out exactly what was my problem 
with his project, I was able to clarify many questions within myself, relating not only to my
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own work, but to the institution to which I was attending. In this way I both broadened 
and named a perception of an appropriation of Aboriginal life that was seen through my 
eyes. It was a form of death. Many months later I received a reply to my letter which 
was as follows:
7 read your letter, with in terest a n d  if I have  no t to ta lly m isread its con  ten ts a n d  tone, then  
it seems to m e tha t w ha teve r I say in rep ly  will b e  v ie w e d  b y  you as e ither patron is ing or 
aggressive.
You voice m any angers o f  pas t a n d  p resent injustices. I ca n  on ly  agree . You h a ve  
obviously a ligned  yourself w ith a  p o lit ica l s tan ce  w hich w o u ld  exc lu de  Non-Aborig inals  
from using Aborig ina l content. I unde rs tand  A bo rig ina l a n n o ya n ce  a t  the co m m e rc ia l 
trafficking o f trad itiona l designs on T-shirts a n d  a  fakery o f dots on m ess-m ate bark. Your 
stance, however, is m ore  fun d am en ta l than this, a n d  with respec t I d isagree with it. There 
certainly isn 't  a  consensus o f  op in ion in the A bo rig ina l C om m un ity  supporting  your 
attitude.
i believe in an in te ractive  hum anity. M y m ixed  ancestry has vitally in te ra c te d  for centuries  
and not w ithout the dow ns ide  o f  la n d  theft, co m m u n ity  c learances, ra p e  a n d  pillage. 
(Inter tribal a n d  triba l co n flic t also existed in Austra lia  long  b e fo re  the  British invasion.)
Since European o ccup a tion , terrib le injustices h a ve  ce rta in ly  bese t the ind igenous peop le . 
We could  bo th  co m p ile  exhaustive lists o f  pas t a n d  p resent wrongs. G radually, m a n y  
right things have  o c c u rre d  thanks to  the efforts o f  Aborig ina ls a n d  Non-Aboriginals.
Ultimately, w e 're  a ll victims o f  history. I d o n ’t think w e  ca n  d iscoun t the con tribu tion  o f  
people like Daisy Bates, b u t w e  shou ld  ce rta in ly  expose o ld  myths a n d  beliefs b a se d  on 
falsehood. Conversely, w e  m ust b e  w a ry  o f overly zealous deconstruction ists shap ing  a  
fresh set o f falsehoods.
You would b e  a w a re  o f  the  1986 pub lica tio n  SURVIVAL b y  N ige l Parbury. Neville Perkins 
makes a  s ta tem en t o f  s trong suppo rt a t its p re fa ce . The b o o k  is b e in g  used extensively in 
our schools. To m ake  m y  views c le a r I'll re fe r to  som e o f  its contents. W ould you h ave  
excluded the N on-A borig ina l w ork libera lly in c lu d e d  in SURVIVAL. You w o u ld  no  d oub t, 
see these as ’s to len ' im ages b e in g  p e rp e tu a te d . W ould you d e va lu e  the con tribu tion  o f 
Mary G ilm ore (p h o to g ra p h  19565;pl03)? W ould you see this p h o to g ra p h  o f he r taken  
with three p re tty  young  A bo rig ina l girls as an exam p le  o f w h ite  m aternalism ? The
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photograph was no t in c lu de d  for this reason. The text g ra te fu lly  ackno w le d ge s  her 
lifelong contribution to  the survival o f  Aborigines.
Brett Whiteley's pow erfu l a n d  p o e tic  "K a rd ich i," / 970 appea rs  p. 97. (It com es closest to  
my Billy Pogo/Wiringin concerns) To m y  kn ow led g e  the A bo rig ina l C om m un ity  hasn 't 
voiced any o ffence  co nce rn ing  its inclusion. Should Parbury h a ve  asked every  
Aboriginal for permission, as you suggest I should? S om eone o u t there, for w h a te ve r  
reason, will always respond to  the contrary. If w e  w a ite d  for 100% consensus for 
Aboriginal justice w e h a d  neve r see it.
The publication acknow ledges  A.P. Elkin '$ g re a t con tribu tion  (a lthough  I know  o f a  
couple o f white a cad e m ics  a n d  their A bo rig ina l clients w ho  a re  a tte m p tin g  to  d e b u n k  his 
valuable research).
Examine the w onderfu l p h o to g ra p h y  o f  Thomas D ick (p .32) a n d  Henry King (p.26). These 
undoubtedly a re  inva luab le  a rch iva l reco rds as well as b e in g  skilful a n d  sensitive works o f 
art. Such p ieces show early  A bo rig ina l p e o p le  o f the  east coas t living with p rid e  a n d  
dignity. The pub lica tion  does n o t exc lu de  works b y  N on-Aborig inals w hich show  
Aboriginals' despa ir a n d  squa lo r e.g. A bo rig ina l Boys. Sydney, 1890 b y  Henry King 
(P-78).
White artists h ave  le ft a  rich a rch ive  o f  m a n y  aspects o f  A bo rig ina l life a n d  co n te m p o ra ry  
creative artists con tinue  to  enrich it e.g. N oe l Counihan, D av id  Boyd a n d  A rthur Boyd, 
along with writers like Judith  W right a n d  Les Murray.
David Boyd's “Truganinni’s D ream  o f  C h ild h o o d ." to  m y  m ind, is a  m a g n ifice n t work. It is 
a fiction; an invention. Boyd's hum an ity  reaches ou t to  Truganinni. We a ll share the  
same hopes a n d  fears. W ould you h a ve  this im a g e  suppressed o r d e v a lu e d  b e ca u se  it 
examines (a n d  invents) Truganinni's life. So b e  it - b u t others m ig h t see it as a  m a g ic a l 
revelation o f her questing  spirit a n d  the  artist as 'S ham an ' revea ling  a n d  revita lising her 
existence a n d  in so d o in g  p la c in g  som eth ing  rich  in to  our co lle c tive  consciousness. We 
all need  m ore im ages like this to  rem ind  us o f ourselves a n d  our terrib le complexities.
In closing, I h ave  confusion as to  w here  your s tance  a c tu a lly  wishes to  p la c e  Non- 
Aboriginal in the  c re a tive  arts experience. You oppose  N on-A borig ina l invo lvem en t in 
content (a lthough  you m ig h t g ive  an  im prim atu r if  100% permission is rece ived ).
70
To be consistent should you n o t e xc lu d e  Non-Aborig inals from  v ie w in g /a p p re c ia tin g / 
interpreting the A bo rig ina l a rt p ro d u c t?  Even w ith your a p p ro v a l to  view  your work, m igh t 
not the Non-Aborig inal trespass in to  it m ore  than you w o u ld  prefer.
Criticism, a t its best o ften  gives e ff ic a c y  to  the  work scrutin ised b u t a t its worst it distorts a n d  
trivialises. Will you co u n te n a n c e  the inco rpo ra tion  o f  N on -A borig ina l responses to  your 
work into a  textua l construct w hich the writer then deem s to b e  his/her unique literary a rt 
work. Perhaps I write a  c ritica l p ie c e  upon your a rt work; m y  response to  it. Perhaps I 
write a  poem  upon your a rt work; m y  response to  it. A m  I a pp ro p ria tin g  A bo rig ina l ideas  
in both - or only in the latter. It a ll b eco m e s  very c lo u d e d . It is m y  view  tha t w e  leave  
the whole process open. A nyth ing  else w o u ld  b e  separatist a n d  se lf-defeating . Even as 
a political s tra tegy I see no  sense in it.
I include the whole text of both letters in fairness to the discussion and in the face of the 
history of appropriation
In my initial discussions with this student, I was assured, as was the whole room, that he 
had “permission" of the elders of a particular area, where he resided, to do this work. My 
premise was never that there had to be one hundred per cent Aboriginal permission for 
any work. What I was saying was that in the context in which we were all working, what 
he was doing was a question of ethics, and I felt it had to be discussed in that light. 
Appropriation for me was already bedded, the parameters had been set, and my 
enquiries followed logically from that. I made it clear that I was not talking on behalf of 
any community, only myself. I wonder if it is this perceived lack of consensus illegitimises 
my voice in some way. At the time of his presentation, the only two Aboriginal post­
graduate students at that university, one of whom was myself, protested strongly.
However, in my view, almost everything I have talked about in terms of the effect of these 
appropriations and representations are concurred in terms of Aboriginal documentations 
as I have mentioned many times throughout this text. The student concerned at no time 
acknowledged the need for both historical and contemporary reconciliation and the 
need for an equal Aboriginal voice. I and one other were the only Aboriginal voices 
who had any public relationship to the work.
Further on this student talks of an interactive community and at the same time 
acknowledges past and present injustices. These statements seem contradictory to me in 
that any interaction relies on equality. Past and present injustices of Aboriginal people 
have been documented by Aboriginal people themselves, as the student acknowledges,
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and the consequences of these actions have resulted in a marked inequality in every area 
of Australian Aboriginal life.
Banduk Marika says in a statement she made in 1986:
'The European a rt w orld  d o n 't  recogn ise  the  a u to m a tic  co py righ t in the A bo rig ina l a rt 
world. The European a rt w o rld  has co py righ t - to e a ch  ind iv idua l artist. Unless you g e t  
permission from the artist to  use his work, you d on  7 use it - every  European person knows 
that. But every A bo rig ina l person knows the trad itiona l w a y  too. If you see a  design  
from the Centre, you d o n  7 touch  it b e ca u se  it's n o t yours - th a t is theirs. I w o u ld  n o t even  
ask the Centre person to  use it, b eca u se  there 's no  n e e d  anyw ay, you 're  g o t your ow n  
designs. But the European a rt w o rld  also d o n  7 unders tand  the ind iv idua l in A bo rig ina l 
art. I have g o t to  m a ke  m y work look as m y  own. I h a ve  g o tta  have  m y  ow n idea , m y  
own originality. I c a n n o t m a ke  it look e xa c tly  like so m e bo d y  else's in m y fam ily  - a n d  the  
same for them too. There m igh t b e  similarity, you ca n  re la te  your work to  your fa ther's  or 
mother's. People tha t know  your fam ily a n d  history p ic k  up  - well, tha t does look like law, 
your sister's or whatever. But they 'll also c o m m e n t on how  it's  still yours, it's still your 
design.
Further in her statement she comments,
"the danc ing  a n d  the a rt work is your w ho le  l i fe ..."97
Tracy Moffatt in the same catalogue comments on non-Aboriginal photographic 
representation of Aborigines that the "record them now before they die" mentality has 
never been exclusive to Australia.98 It has, however, been one of the mainstays of the 
early documentation of the Australian Aboriginal, along with this re-occupation of the 
body of an anonymous DEAD Aboriginal, that I have noted. I
I have mentioned earlier in this text my work in gaols and the rape of the soul and despair 
that I not only find, but understand. I have mentioned in other parts of this text the effect 
of the Protection Act and the lack of identity of the stolen generations. I have told 
something of my own painful and convoluted passage through the false messages as 
Aboriginality has been appropriated on every level. Much of that despair and alienation 
is created because the "self" that we know is stamped underfoot and made invisible.
Our truth is not told and we are surrounded by other people's ideas of ourselves. 
Aboriginal art and culture and life is interlinked. They are clearly not separate entireties 
that can be observed as objects without meaning to each other. Again and again the
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Aboriginal artists, both male and female, remote and urban talk of art as life. Thus 
appropriation is clearly not the "lifting" and re-use of a single or multiple imagery. Non- 
Aboriginal appropriation reverberates through the generations as Kevin Gilbert describes. 
One cannot take the part without the whole.
'A t the white m an 's school, w h a t a re  our ch ild ren taugh t?
Are they totd o f the ba ttles  our p e o p le  fought?
Are they told how  our p e o p le  d ie d?
Are they told why the w om en cried?
Australh's history is neve r re a d
But the b lack m an keeps it in his head . 'w
Ruby Langford says it in another way, "D o n 't b e  g o b b in g h  - m igg ingh  a n d  take  
everything from us. You w h ite  p e o p le  have  to  learn to  g ive  som eth ing  back . You 
cannot take forever from  us, b eca u se  in the end, you will destroy yourselves tool... 
NINGINAH! STOP!"100
I have described earlier the approaches of many non-Aboriginal artists including Diana 
Wood Conroy, Tim Johnson, and Paul Counsel and I explained how in their theory and 
methodology there was not only a lack of perceived appropriation, but that the visual 
language itself was concurrent and complimentary to Aboriginal experiences in 
contemporary Australia. These artists among so many excellent and honourable non- 
Aboriginal artists have stood with Aboriginal artists and done the hard work, albeit 
coming from a very different place and arriving somewhere completely "other". The 
process of deconstruction of art practice and relationship to time and land is only one 
part of that very hard journey. The other part is about ripping oneself apart and painfully 
rebuilding every cell. If we Aboriginal people can do it, and survive, equality and respect 
demands everyone can at least try. Fa me as I see it, is to tell and know the truth through 
the web of lies - painful as it is and as much as other perceptions may shatter. I have said 
that in each of our chests. Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal, beats a human heart.
Somewhere on this landscape there is an end to these killing times, as Ruby Langford 
Ginibi says, but these times will not be ended until Aboriginal understanding of 
appropriation has a place in practice. This is an ethical and political act we all must 
perform, it seems to me, because we DO recognise the significance that all of our acts of 
individual creativity add to both contemporary history and future hope.
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r e c o n c il ia t io n  o r  d e a t h .
I have tried to tell in my own way the impact of appropriation of land, language, family, 
story, self and soul and how that identity had to be regularly shattered and re-shattered as 
I rejected each false signpost.
The dispossession of Aboriginal people that continues to this day did not happen by 
serendipity. Fa me the institutionalised knowledge, stories and culture combined to be 
complicit in the process. The stories, imagery, and knowledge persist to this day. 
Institutionalised knowledge gives it permission in the acceptance of much research based 
on Aboriginality, to appropriate Aboriginal life.
The use of the picture of Billy Pogo cannot possibly be about the right of free artistic 
expression and the democracy of ideas. "Billy Pogo" was a human being. He was 
ban and existed in an acknowledged time of genocide and dispossession. It is a fact 
that my text may or may not be the first Aboriginal Doctorate of Creative Arts at the 
University of Wollongong and will possibly lie in the same bed with that of Billy Pogo in 
silent acknowledgement that his life was stolen. He is real to me. In our way I say 
goodbye my uncle whoever you may truly be.
This right to appropriate, is proven in its acceptance as a post-graduate thesis in a 
university, an institution of higher knowledge, despite some protest. There has been less 
than twenty Aboriginal Doctoral presentations, many of them about Aboriginality, in all 
the universities combined in the European history of Australia is a fact, compared to the 
many thousands of non-Aboriginal Doctoral presentations.
At the same time that this correspondence was being enacted, I was having discussions 
with a British journalist and playwright, Derek Mortimer, in concerning work he was doing. 
These discussions and resultant correspondence were very necessary in order to locate my 
own work.
After one particularly long and convoluted debate, Derek started corresponding with me 
in relation to his thoughts. We thought it would be an interesting record and most 
certainly had somewhere to go.
74
Derek's project was a screenplay about two Aboriginal people who were "taken", a 
woman and a man, raised in the white community, the woman aware of her racial 
origins, the man unaware. His character was developing into a similar life to my own, 
and to another well-known Aboriginal artist. His was a work of fiction and he had initially 
enjoyed open discussion and easy access to the Aboriginal community in relation to this 
work. The work seemed generally approved of in concept and still is by some Aboriginal 
people. Derek had taken this discussion to mean that his work was approved of by his 
idea of community. This turned out to be an incorrect presumption particularly in relation 
to one person, and as a consequence he found a door closing on him.
I was also at pains to let him know that my discussion with him was not permission to use 
aspects of my life in his work. I was also concerned that he was representing an area of 
Aboriginal experience that had not been fully presented by those who had directly 
experienced it, that is. Aboriginal people. Any presentation becomes truth, I felt, if that is 
all there was.
The letter Derek wrote to me was as follows and I feel, makes clear the thread of our
discussion:
"Our conversation a t  the w e e ken d  p ro m p te d  m e  to  work on a  few  thoughts th a t h a d  
been gnaw ing  a w a y  in the  b a c k  o f  m y head .
On the question o f  permission o r a g re e m e n t to  in co rp o ra te  a  p a r t o f  a  re a l person 's  
experiences, c h a ra c te r o r persona lity in to  a  w ork o f  fic tion  o r o the r c rea tion ; c lea rly  any  
artist would b e  very foolish a n d  e th ica lly  com prom ised  to  in c lu de  experiences o f anyone  
from a  d iffe rent cu ltu re  w ithou t first consulting a n d  seeking permission o r co llabora tion .
The same question is raised, b u t possibly to  a  lesser d e g re e  in its w ide r context. But h ow  is 
this resolved? How does the  p ra c tic a l a p p lica tio n  w e ig h t aga inst ethics: If a  w riter wants 
to include characteristics o f  a  living person in a  com pos ite  c h a ra c te r d o  they first inform  
that person o f their intent. If permission is re fused d o  they a b a n d o n  the p ro je c t/th a t  
fictional cha rac te r?  If permission is g ra n te d  does the au tho r then show  subsequent drafts  
for vetoing to everyone  invo lved, o r in the  case  o f  a  film, the  final cu t?  If the  person or 
persons eventua lly  ob jec t, does the  au th o r then sc ra p  the w ho le  p ro jec t?
If this m e tho d  o f c re a tin g  a  work o f  im ag ina tion  is used shou ld  a  w rite r o r p a in te r consult if 
they w ant to  c re a te  work on the rapac ious life  o f  say, Kerry Packer o r Rupert M urdoch?  
Should Bertolt B recht h a ve  consu lted  Hitler b e fo re  w riting A rturo  Ui? Do a ll b iograph ies  
have to b e  'au tho rised '?  Should Shakespeare n o t h a ve  set a n y  plays in o th e r cultures?
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Did he have the righ t to  use a n c ie n t legends o r re ferences? Should A bo rig ina l artists o f  
the coast b e  a llo w e d  to a d o p t the  techn iques o f in land  desert p e o p le ?  Should Sally 
Morgan have  consu lted  every w om an  w ho  m igh t in som e w a y  h a ve  e xp e rie n ce d  p a r t o f  
the life o f the girls she d e p ic te d  up  The Cross in her short film (I think he m e a n t Tracy 
Moffatt here, b u t no  m atter).
Should Tolstoy h ave  consu lted  or re c e iv e d  permission from  those w ho w ere the basis for 
the hundreds o f  cha rac te rs  w ho m a d e  u p  War a n d  P eace?  Should D av id  Williamson 
consult the friends a n d  a cqu a in ta n ces  w ho find  their w a y  in to  his plays?
Clearly, if  everyone a ffe c te d  was consu lted  or their permission sought, virtually no th ing  
would b e  c re a te d  in the  fie ld  o f  lite ra ture  o r art. So, to  consult o r n o t to  consult? That is 
the ques tion ... “W1
Derek later sent me part of an Interview with Albert Tucker in which he had underlined the 
following quote from that article:
“Tucker says h e  never has a n y  sense o f  h o w  h e  wants the  p u b lic  to  respond when he  is 
painting. 'To hell w ith the  pub lic , to  hell w ith everyone. The only o ne  w ho counts when I 
work is me, me. I'm  to ta lly selfish, to ta lly  p re o c c u p ie d  with the th ing tha t is scream ing  
inside me, a n d  tha t is the  on ly th ing I'll d e a l w ith .'
'This a ttitu d e  is no rm a l for artists, though  it g ives a  lo t o f  p e o p le  the willigigs. They think 
artists w ho h a ve  an  id e a  shou ld  consu lt the  w orld  a n d  ask, "N ow  will I b e  a llo w e d  to  say  
this or will I suffer if  I d o ?'
7 don 7 g ive  a  d a m n  w h a t the p u b lic  e x p e c t o f  me. they  ca n  like it o r lum p it. That is the  
only w ay I ca n  preserve m y  sense o f  myself in ta c t. ' “ l02
The views of the first correspondent, the Post-Graduate student, Derek Mortimer, and the 
quote from Albert Tucker are clearly at odds with the view expressed by Johnny Bulun 
Bulun in relation to his works. The first three artists are non-Aboriginal, middle-aged men. 
The obvious differences between these three and Johnny Bulun Bulun is that Johnny is 
Aboriginal. There is one other difference.
Derek Mortimer has not done his project yet and is actively seeking discussion. It is a 
brave man who asks the wrong questions and keeps coming back to find the right ones. 
By the process that Derek Mortimer has chosen, he is doing his own groundwork towards
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reconciliation. Both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal can respect the ethics in that.
Ultimately he does ask the right questions because his work is based in those ethics that 
can be applied across the board and which are grounded in humanitarianism. As with 
many non-Aboriginal artists, Derek Mortimer is prepared to find out by "doing" and 
discussing, not by waiting for someone else to show him the path.
The conflict demonstrates a fundamental difference in approach between the ownership 
of rights as the notion is understood in the non-Aboriginal way and as reflected in the 
Copyright Act, being founded on the notion of the individual creator of a copyright 
interest having a property right in such interest, and the notion of ownership of rights in 
Aboriginal law, being based on collective rights which are managed on a custodial basis 
according to Aboriginal tradition. It also reflects a fundamental difference between 
remembering and interpreting history.
This is a significant difference in terms of how it effects art practice and the context in 
which an artist would put their work. I see clear differences looking at the art practices of 
Aboriginal people who have a continuation of living in their homelands, or being 
associated with it, and observing their culture daily through language and ceremony and 
familiarity, and those of Aboriginal people who aren't in that position, which includes me, 
and of many other Aboriginal people who not only live in an urban setting, but have lost 
all connection with land,.
In terms of my own art practice, and my visual project, I needed to understand what those 
differences were as well as where the tradition was continued; what "tradition" was.
Those differences are directly related to land, dispossession and loss of identity.
With my continuing enquiries into appropriation, contextual issues became very much part 
of that discussion. However, it was clear that I now hold myself accountable for my 
imagery in terms of the history of my people since invasion. I also held other people 
accountable in terms of their representation of my people. I hope I have explained my 
reasons for doing this. I also felt that stand was not related to Aboriginality, but to the 
ethics practised by the broader community of artists and academics of which I was part. I
I was recognising in these dialogues with other artists the effect appropriation issues were 
having on me personally in terms of understanding who I was. As a result I was also 
understanding the broader significance these things had on the Aboriginal community as 
a whole.
77
The works coming from non-Aboriginal people, such as the post-graduate student I 
referred to at some length earlier in this chapter, were false sign posts. As a consequence 
of the history of Aboriginality to date, we had lost our culture and our identity. We were 
invisible in the world we moved in. We were seeking ourselves by searching through the 
information available on "us." The "us" that was found was a poison that we filled 
ourselves with, believing that it was the truth and therefore good. It became another way 
to die. In many cases I know that was not the intention of the practitioners involved, but 
that was the effect. Therefore, it would seem that we were all accountable in terms of an 
idea of equality, and of human rights. We all document and make comment. This is 
part of contemporary art practice because we understand the significance of 
representation in terms of history. These acts have cause and effect and that is art's 
intention. Non-Aboriginal artists have seen fit to comment on Aboriginality to the point 
where "Aboriginality" has become one of the most disputed terms in the Australian 
language.103
Invasion itself was a major disruption and had a monstrous effect that is still reverberating 
around Aboriginal visual imagery and in other cultural areas. In this regard recognising in 
my recent work, TRANSFORMATION(death) in 1996 and 1997 that the genocide was 
continuing in a cultural forum of art and literature. Examples of such undermining of 
Aboriginal identity are Elizabeth Durack's Aboriginal alter-ego Eddie Burrup, Leon 
Carmen's fabrication Wanda Koolmatrie, and Streten Bozic's B. Wongar. These artists 
disputed real Aboriginality, killed it off and created their own fantasy of Aboriginality. At 
the same time journalists questioned the identity of Aboriginal writers Archie Weller, 
Mudrooroo Narrogin and Roberta Sykes, each of whom understood himself or herself to 
be deeply part of the Aboriginal community. Because they now cannot "prove" this 
Aboriginal identity, this criticism effectively "kills" their writing careers. The effect of such 
destruction of integrity was horrific for people such as myself who were trying to answer 
those questions of being, life and death.
I was recognising in my work not only the holistic nature of Aboriginal creative expression, 
but the holistic nature of all expressions. The difference was that Aboriginal communities 
recognised the nature of cause and effect and incorporated truth into religion, whereas 
non-Aboriginal art appeared to have no idea of Aboriginal culture, history or identity. I 
dare not think that they might not want to know. I
I was driven not only by my own creativity and experiences, my own search for personal 
truth, but also by an accountability that had to make that truth more profound. I was 
holding myself accountable. Both Aboriginal and non Aboriginal artists ultimately
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demanded it of me. Some of the arts community and the academic community 
appeared not to, because it seemed it would reflect too much on themselves. Other 
brave and gentle souls have helped us believe in an equal future for all in their acts, 
reflections and communications.
I am aware that my work may be part of both some Aboriginal person's journey into "self" 
and some non-Aboriginal person's view of one aspect of Aboriginality, and the history 
that it contains. It is inevitable. Just as the Aboriginal community must be surrounded by 
self narrative to be visible, so the broader arts community becomes visible to history by its 
documentation. Some say that this is the road to immortality. Well, it is better to have a 
grand view than a humble one.
My road has been lonely but it has been made straighter and I have been made stronger 
by a number of Aboriginal women who sought me out and gave me my Aboriginality.
At the start of this text I talked of my experiences in Bundjalung country with Ruby Langford 
Ginibi, Aunty Eilleen Morgan, Aunty Patsy Morgan, Aunty Mary Walker, and Aunty Millie 
Boyd, who is now dead. I talk of my problems in terms of articulating a personal visual 
language during my years with these old ladies. I talk of my concerns about how to 
contextualise that experience without appropriating their lives and their stories, and 
effectively presenting my view of them to the world.
As I have explained, this text exists because those issues have resolved as time passed.
My visual imagery was also resolved over this time. It was simple really. The 
photographs I took, the drawings I did, all had particular shapes. Those shapes were 
repeated like a mantra and one way or another had subconsciously Informed my work 
for some time. They were shapes of these old women I had met. They had beanies on 
their heads and solid bodies that had borne many children. They had big, long, strong, 
arms. They had so many other features that sometimes did matter and sometimes did not 
matter. These shapes represent much more than portraiture and casual sketches of these 
women. What they gave to me was significant. How I want to represent them is 
significant. Who they are and how they have lived and what they must say is theirs alone 
and always will be. Ah, but their shapes. I saw those shapes and I drew them and then I 
painted them from the inside and the outside so they could be iconic on the landscape, 
vivid and full of life.
Their inequity and suffering in the world of human beings remains, as does their fight for 
justice and the ability to tell their own story. Their history and who they are remains to be 
told by them; not by me. Their very faces remain theirs, not mine.
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I say, again and again, Aboriginal people ARE unequal in this country - all they have is 
their lives. In many cases they do not own their history, their language, their land, their 
children, nor even their search for identity and meaning. While inequality exists, I am 
saying, there is no fairness in representing them. However, my people do seek fair and 
equal exchange and many Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people have risen to that 
collaborative challenge.
However, where a person lives in a shell of a body, it is too easy to take that shell and re­
invent it to make it reflect a personal fantasy of Aboriginality. It has happened too often, 
to the detriment of many Aboriginal people, including myself. Imagery is accountable to 
truth, history and the politics of the times in which it is created. Thus appropriation 
becomes paramount to my imagery.
The imagery that I have developed in relation to TRANSFORMATION(death) is funereal 
black and white. It has no colour, only contrasts. It incorporates all those images of 
death that we understand whether we are Aboriginal or non-Aboriginal. These works are 
as important a part of this presentation as is the notion of birth that contextualises with life 
and death. One follows the other and yet we are still not sure whether death is a 
beginning or an end.
I have described appropriation as a form of death to Aboriginality. I have described 
personal experiences of my own appropriation of Aboriginal imagery to which I had no 
right. As well I have described those broad areas of appropriation related to visual 
imagery that have effected both Aboriginal individuals and communities. The "deaths" 
that I proffer in relation to these areas of appropriation, are many. They cover our history 
and culture, our spiritual identity, through to our individual autonomy and human rights, 
to our economic survival and education, equity and access, in the world we live in.
By describing cause and effect of such appropriation, we give birth to yet a deeper 
understanding of Aboriginality and Aboriginal identity.
TRANSFORMATION(death) SHIMMER.
I walk along the beach right where the sand meets the 
ocean. The sun beats down on my body as I listen to the 
waves ebb and flow. The water is cold as it flows around 
my feet. I leave the water line and walk a little way up 
the sand. The sand is hot under my feet. Almost too hot. 
My body shies from the heat of the sand. I lie my body 
down on the sand. The sun beats hot on the top of my 
body. The sand beats hot underneath of my body. My 
body fights the heat. Slowly the temperature adjusts. The 
sun is no longer hot on my body. My body and the sun 
are the same heat. The sand is no longer hot under my 
body. My body and the sand are the same heat. The 
sun, my body, and the sand are one.
We shimmer. We shine.
My body lies merged with the sun and the sand as I listen 
to the ebb and flow of the ocean. The sound takes over 
my whole body changing from a soft whisper to a 
booming and raging. The noise is too much and I listen 
inwards to the blood in my body. I think of the times that, 
as a child, I held a shell to my ear to listen to the 
whispering secrets of the ocean. As an adult I am told 
that this swishing sound the shell offers is the sound of the 
flow of my own blood in my body. I listen now to this 
sound. I know it is the blood inside my body now. I no 
longer need the shell of my childhood to listen to the 
secrets of the ocean. My own blood can tell me that. I 
listen as the blood in my body ebbs and flows. The 
whoosh and the rush is all that I hear. The external sound 
and the internal sound conjoin. Is it the waves or is it my 
blood? The sound of my blood flowing through my body 
and the sound of the ebb and flow of the ocean merge 
into one sound. The ocean and my blood are one.
We shimmer. We shine.
The waves of the ocean crash to the shore with a regular 
beat. The ocean swirls and whirls around, pushing the 
waves up and forward. Crash! Crash! Crash! Now I 
hear the beat of my heart. My heart beats to the 
crashing of the waves. Is it my heart or is it the waves?
My heart and the waves are one.
We shimmer. We shine.
Another time I walk on this land that holds the body of my 
mother and my grandmother. I walk on this land in my 
body. My body and this land are warmed by the sun. 
The sun beats on my body. The sun beats on this land. 
This body, this land, my mother, my grandmother sweat in 
the sun - we merge. My body, this land, my mother, my 
grandmother are one in the sun.
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We shimmer. We shine.
SHIMMER is about the subconscious and conscious 
merging of body with landscape. The visual works 
explore our relationship with the natural world through the 
effect of weather on our skin, the rain, the sun, the heat, 
the cold, the clinging of sand and soil. The landscape, 
through this relationship, claims us despite ourselves, 
simply because we are a living part of it. SHIMMER is the 
end part of these visual works which now must go back 
to life a  rebirth and renewal and so we complete the 
cycle. It is ultimately a spiritual exploration.
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CONCEPTION(birth)... ABOUT A CHILD.
This is a true story. When I was very little, maybe four or 
five years old, I ran away from home. I ran away from 
various homes. This time I ran away from home into the 
bush down behind where I was staying then. It was a hot 
day when I ran away from home. I remember the sun 
beating down and the smell of the bush. The thing I 
remember most about the bush on this particular day that I 
ran away from home was the snakes. They were 
everywhere. The colours of that day were brown and red; 
the sun made everything a variation of gold. The 
brightness of the sun made the leaves and the rocks 
sparkle.
It was a hot day, and the bush was full of rock. The snakes 
were sunning themselves on the rocks. I remember feeling 
good because the snakes were everywhere. It was as 
though they were looking after me. I do not remember 
any fear of those snakes. However there is more to this 
story. I walked so far that I became hot and tired. I was 
extremely thirsty, as I remember it, but more tired. I was so 
tired that I looked for the nearest place to sleep. I 
remember there being a rock with a snake asleep on it. I 
climbed onto that rock and the snake seemed to move 
over to make room for me. I curled up on that rock and 
went to sleep. When I woke, ten minutes may have gone 
by, an hour may have gone by. A little child does not 
have that sense of time. The snake was curled up against 
my body. It felt warm on my stomach.
I particularly remember its warmth because my adult mind 
says the snake should have felt cool. It felt warm and 
when I moved, the snake moved away from me a little.
We both woke up together. I remember how very thirsty I 
was. I had never experienced such thirstiness in my life. 
You can imagine it when you think of me, a little child, 
sleeping in the hot, hot sun, how thirsty I would be. The 
snake slithered off the rock and I followed it. We slid 
down a steep track, as I remember it, and over a number 
of other rocks, until we came to a creek tucked in among 
the rocks. I drank from that creek and swam in that creek 
and watched the snakes sunning themselves on the rocks 
above me. I was just a little child do not forget, and I can 
remember so well the stillness; the absolute perfection of 
the sun and the water and the snakes. Mostly I remember 
how at one I felt with the snakes. The day was red, red, 
red, and the sun was golden.
When I pulled myself from the water I followed the snakes 
up to a cut in the rock in a steep overhang above the 
creek. Inside the rock cutting was a cave. It was not a 
huge cave. The rock folded back and down to the floor. 
It was longer than it was wide and the floor was dirt with 
many rocks and shells on it. Covering the walls of this 
cave were many hand shapes; big ones and little ones;
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hands of ancestors long gone. Some were of children my 
own age because I remember measuring my child's hand 
size against them. My feelings of peace and belonging 
continued. I did not feel afraid or alone. I eventually 
went to sleep and when I awoke it was dark. The day by 
this time was deep red and maroon. I wandered from the 
cave and through the bush until I came upon a road.
What happened then is another story.
As an adult I wondered if that memory was a dream or a 
fabrication, a figment of my imagination. It was one of a 
number of childhood memories that stood out as a 
religious experience in that it was so elemental. Was it a 
dream? Was it a story? I decided to explore that country 
where this happened some years ago. I wandered from 
the main road through the bush until I found the creek.
The creek was the same as my memory told me it was; the 
snakes were sunning themselves on the rocks just as they 
were in my memory so long ago, like old familiar friends. 
The country was red and brown and the sun made 
everything bright and gold. I cannot begin to tell you the 
joy I felt at finding it thus.
I sauntered alongside the creek for perhaps five minutes 
looking for the cave. I saw the crack in the rock above 
the ledge just as I had seen it as a child. The snakes once 
again accompanied me up to that cave, where inside I 
found the hands that I had so well remembered. I sat in 
that cave, among the rocks and shells of old abandoned 
meals for most of the day; a solitary grown woman figure, 
looking out at the creek and the bush. I could see the 
ghost of the child me and I could not stop crying. I felt I 
belonged to the creek and the rocks and the water, and 
to all those hands on that cave wall. I had come home in 
a sense. My child self and my adult self met and we were 
the same person and had the same memories here inside 
a landscape peopled with creatures who were looking 
over both of us at exactly the same minute although in 
real time, decades had passed. I had, in a sense, 
crawled back into the womb of my lost mother and been 
reborn.
If I was to draw or paint that memory, I would draw the 
shape of women I talk about so many times; women who 
took me to country where I discovered the same sense of 
belonging and where I met the ghosts of my mother and 
grandmother and their mothers before them. The colours 
would be golden and red and brown, colours of the earth 
and colours of their skin - their shape would be women 
representing mother, and me, all in one. Those shapes 
and those colours would represent that warm sun and 
gentle landscape, and most of all, that feeling of home 
and safety that I remembered so well. I would draw a 
circle in the centre of these women to represent mother 
earth and ancestor hands joined to mine, to represent the 
centre of self, the centre of understanding for me, the little 
child and the grownup women, meeting in time in that 
cave.
And the snakes? The snakes have always been my friends. 
The snakes curl around and across like guardians, just like 
the mythical Creation snakes of the Dreaming.1 The snakes 
were the living part of everything I felt; perhaps they were 
the caring handmaidens of the sun and the earth and the 
rock and the water that was watching over me. Perhaps 
you could say they were the living embodiment of 
ancestors long gone. Reds and golds and browns were 
the colours; we all see them. They are part of the bush 
and the sun that is a constant of the Australian experience 
that we all share; in the night it becomes the pure black 
and white of a child's awareness of the dark and the 
moonlight.
In that time that I was talking about, that day was life and 
the night was death for me. Day and night are like a 
circle, never ending. The circle represents many things: 
my child self meeting my adult self; my spirituality being 
found and becoming part of my identity. The meeting of 
my ancestors in the cave; and the messages that they left 
for me alone (it would seem). The circle is whole, 
complete, with no beginning and no end.
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DEVELOPING IDENTITY THROUGH VISUAL IMAGERY.
In giving this section of my work the title CONCEPHON(birth) and the heading IDENTITY, I 
am talking about an understanding of contemporary Aboriginal identity. I refer in 
some detail to the Protection Act and its impact on various Aboriginal people and 
communities, as well as the prison experience, and how over the decades these 
experiences have become woven into a concept of ourselves as Aboriginal people.
This history has had a large impact both on the birth of my identity as an Aboriginal 
person and, in my observations, on the birth of a contemporary Aboriginal identity. 
Without an understanding of the Protection Act and prison experience, my visual work 
would essentially have no place to go.
The Protection Act had its roots in December, 1909, when the New South Wales 
Parliament passed the Aborigines Protection Act as an answer to extending the powers 
of the Aborigines Protection Board. This Board had only two pieces of legislation it 
could apply to Aborigines - the Supply of Liquors to Aborigines Protection Act of 1867, 
and Clause 4 of the Vagrant Act of 1851 which prevented white people from 
wandering in the company of Aboriginal people. The Aborigines Protection Board 
particularly wanted to have more control over Aboriginal children.2
The new act had two main thrusts. It forced more Aborigines into complete 
segregation on the reserves and it allowed for the complete control and removal of 
Aboriginal children. By this 1909 Act, Aboriginal parents lost control of their children.
In 1915 a Labour government further extended the Protection Act so that all Aboriginal 
children would be removed from the care of their families.3
Robert Donaldson, a member of the Aboriginal Protection Board, pushed for this Act to 
sustain his vision of the reserves becoming refuges for old Aboriginal people while the 
young merged into the white community. He stated:
"this co u ld  neve r b e  a c h ie v e d  until the ch ildren w ere re m o ve d  from  the  low  
surroundings o f  the  cam ps a n d  p la c e d  in a  position w here  they  w ou ld  b e  sough t a fte r  
for hea lthy occupa tions. In tha t w a y  the ch ild ren w ou ld  b e  sa ved  a n d  the  cam ps  
abolished. "4
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Dispossession and alienation, however, are not unique to Aboriginality in contemporary 
Australia, and neither is the taking of children unique to Aboriginality. We can read A 
Place Like Home by Laura Todd, in which the experiences of the three Lavarni sisters 
when placed in the School of Industry at Petersham, New South Wales, are as sad as 
any.5 As well we can read No Time To Wave Goodbye, by Ben Wicks which describe 
the experiences of very young British children during World War II and after.6 Many 
were evacuated from London to the English countryside and were then transported 
from these farms to Australia and Canada, never to see their families again. They were 
told they were orphans, that their parents were dead. They were sent to institutions and 
remote properties, some as young as four years old. Many were abused physically, 
sexually and emotionally. Many were used as slave labour and lived with hideous 
deprivations when they were too young to take care of themselves. Only now are these 
people, many very old, starting to name their suffering.7
Here in Australia we can hear stories of horror from refugees who have been both 
tortured and dispossessed from all corners of the globe as they rebuild shattered lives. 
We can note the imprisonment of Chinese and Vietnamese boat people in harsh and 
remote areas of Australia, sometimes for years, as they desperately escape their 
homelands. These memories become part of a shared identity of re-establishment 
within Australia.
However, we can also note the differences between these experiences and the 
experiences of Aboriginal suffering. For people who come to Australia there is always a 
ready reference to their land and their culture. Their experiences are validated in 
newspapers, text, and image. They know who they are and where they come from. 
They are not obliged to give up their culture, language, and identity. They came here.
Aboriginal people in many cases have lost language, culture and identity - and - WE 
HAVE ALWAYS BEEN HERE. We do not have to travel far to find the road home. We 
are already on the track to home, to land. The signposts then, become very important. 
The problem for many of us is to place "land" and "home" in our spiritual 
understanding when we have no tradition, no history.
That is essentially what my work has come to be about. Thus I start with the birth of 
awareness, of understanding, of both my personal experiences and the history that put 
me in this place rather than some other place. Does not everything start with a birth?
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Being a contemporary, indigenous woman art practitioner, requires an almost 
unreasonable amount of work in terms of finding identity. For such indigenous women, 
be they Maori, Native American, or Australian Aborigine, our "otherness" was already 
identified even if we did not know what it meant. The European side of us was rarely 
claimed - our indigenous identity was always defined in terms of percentage of blood. 
Although in many cases our European connections were quite clear in terms of our 
surnames, not many Europeans came along to proudly claim us.
How does one work out who one is? What decides identity? What do you surround 
yourself with to say who you are?
In answering these questions it is relevant to consider experiences with my Aboriginal 
students in gaol. I note that they constantly chose to do dot kangaroos, snakes, 
hands, goannas, and the sort of imagery that clearly fits a stereotypical Aboriginally in 
terms of art presentation. The execution and presentation of these works was 
meticulous.
In many cases these students of mine were dealing with addiction on many levels. They 
were also dealing with the stresses and major crises associated with being imprisoned. 
These concerns may be to do with impending bail applications, actually raising bail, 
parole hearings, court days, sentencing, concerns related to family, and crises with 
children going into care or being uncontactable. They were carrying such things as 
grief related to primary relationship breakdowns due to imprisonment, and helplessness 
in caring for children who themselves were grieving the loss of a parent to prison.
Despite such trauma, my Aboriginal students continued to paint the images I have 
described, sometimes taking weeks to complete one work. The mainstream gaol 
population did not focus in the same way on developing this, or any other sort of 
imagery. That is not to say art work was not made. Clearly it was. However, it was 
made by a smaller overall group and was not specific in imagery or race. As well, I 
would have to say that there was no major representative community, in my 
observation, that dominated. With all the stresses I have described, my Aboriginal 
students continued their art work.
It is important to realise that Aboriginal prisoners chose these images because of a 
rebtionship with the viewer as well as because of the meaning to the artist him/herself. 
The viewer could look at the work which was observably Aboriginal and accept that it 
was Aboriginal art. Following from these observations, the viewer could conclude that
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it was done by an Aboriginal person. Or else, they could query whether it was done by 
an Aboriginal person. Whichever way it happened, the artist's identity as an Aboriginal 
person was inevitably confirmed.
In the production of this work of making dot paintings, a first level of identity had been 
satisfied, that of another person recognising your identity. The issues of addiction, 
education, and alienation, form a complex background to the Aboriginal person in 
prison claiming identity through dot painting.
Recent discussion relating to the relevance of dot goannas and similar imagery to 
urban Aboriginal people,0 has opened up the issues through awareness of the diversity 
of Aboriginal imagery, and who owns this imagery. The current view within particular art 
communities is that this sat of art, the dot goannas, hands, boomerangs, the flag and 
colours, was 'tourist' art and not relevant to contemporary visual art dialogue. Why 
then is it so important to Aboriginal people?
Mudrooroo Narogin, at the start of Writing From The Fringe, notes that literature by 
Aboriginal authors is essentially directed to a white audience. This may well have some 
relevance for the context of the art production of dot paintings in prisons. Narogin 
says in part,
"The A borig ina l w riter exists in am bigu ity . W hite p e o p le  assume tha t he  o r she is writing  
for the white world, the  w orld  o f  the  invader. It is a  curious fa te  - to  w rite fo r a  p e o p le  
not one's ow n a n d  s tranger still to  w rite for the  conquerors o f  ones peop le . "9
It is relevant to look at some work by Aboriginal artists in this way. In 1982, Avril Quaill 
produced the print "Trespassers k e e p  ou t" in which the yellow circle part of the 
Aboriginal flag is used as the background for an image of an Aboriginal man squatting 
in front of a picket fence with the words, "trespassers keep out!" written on the fence 
directly above his head.10
Alice Hinton-Bateup produced a poster in 1986 entitled "Dispossessed, "which combines 
words and imagery to express a sense of loss of heritage and a call for social justice." 
Both these images address issues that Aboriginal people are only too well aware of. In 
the climate in which they were produced, these posters were only two of a number of 
what could be called "protest" art work. Clearly they were addressed to a white 
audience.
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More recent work looks at the positioning of Aboriginal people through white 
portrayals, especially photographs. Fiona Foley's “N a tive  B lo o d ," a stereotypical^ 
ethnographic work'2 (hand-coloured black and white photograph, 39.6 x 49.8 cm,
Roslyn Oxley Gallery) which is addressing the image "C a n a n d o , West Q ueensland  
Aboriginal" c.1900 (Tosca Studios black and white photograph, 13.4 x 21 cm., 
collection Queensland Museum), is an example of this. Another example is Destiny 
Deacon's "Eva Johnson, 1994” (cibachrome colour photograph, Flogarth Galleries, 
Sydney) which addresses the im age " Nannultera; a  young  cricke te r o f  the Natives 
Training Institution Poonindie, 1854," by John Michael Crossland (oil on canvas, 99 x 
78.8 cm. Collection of National Gallery of Australia).
Joan Kerr, in her essay "Colonial Quotations" observes that it was hardly new for an 
artist to copy an image, the aim of which was to give the copied work an essential 
meaning in context with the original.,3 She states:
”recognisable re ferences from A n tique  n o t on ly e le va te d  the subject, they p ro c la im e d  
that the new  im a g e  (a n d  artist) b e lo n g e d  within a  long  a n d  re sp e c te d  tradition. "M
With Fiona Foley's work "N a tive  B lo o d ,” the pose Foley assumes in this work has direct 
reference to an earlier photograph in the Oxley Library of a Badtjala (Fraser Island) 
woman. That Foley also constructs her own self-portrait, and directed photographer 
Sandy Edwards in its execution gives added significance to the work when we know the 
original was a non-Aboriginal construct of Aboriginality. When we look at Destiny 
Deacon's work we observe the original is an Aboriginal male holding a cricket bat, 
while the contemporary subject, Eva Johnson, a well-known Aboriginal writer, is a 
woman and holds an axe. It is reasonable to surmise that the artist's intended 
audience is non-Aboriginal and that this imagery is deliberately confrontational. The 
visual language elucidates and validates historical experiences which otherwise are 
denied.
The artists who paint the stereotypical dot paintings in prison, describe again and again 
how it made them feel "good" in their Aboriginality to have these items around them. 
They were doing these works for a different audience say, than those works which 
consciously research the images of past Aboriginality. Nevertheless some of it was 
directed to a non-Aboriginal audience. As already stated, the viewer understood by its 
imagery that it was Aboriginal art; therefore, the artist must be an Aboriginal artist.
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Since I first became aware of this particular process, whether I am teaching Aboriginal 
people in Technical and Further Education centres, gaols, or indigenous communities, I 
meet the same responses. In simple terms, the process tells me how important it is to 
have cultural items that are perceived to be part of that culture and identifiable as part 
of the culture, in order to tell you who you are. The confirmation comes from within and 
without. Perhaps, whether we like it or not, all those stereotypical images that are 
perceived to be shockingly and stereotypically representative of Aboriginally, are, after 
all, significant. The reason is perhaps because of the denied history and identity of 
Aboriginal people by non-Aboriginal people. We are observed and so become the 
observers of ourselves, forever waiting to be told who we are.
I contrast this awareness with another experience I have had over recent years. A 
fourteen year old non-Aboriginal high school student who lives over the way from me, 
showed me some "Aboriginal" art she had completed at school. This work had been 
encouraged by her art teacher. This teacher had been aware enough to explain to 
her pupil that she could not copy any of her "Aboriginal" art from books or art works 
she had seen in galleries, shops, or museums. However, by encouraging her student in 
her development of imagery, the teacher still had a stereotypical view of Aboriginal art 
in terms of its form.
In the same way I would surmise, she would have a view of say, the "form" of Egyptian 
Art which could also be reproduced. The aspects of Aboriginal art that show that 
contemporary Aboriginal identity was in transition, and that this could not be 
represented by non-Aboriginal people because of both the history and politics that had 
existed up to this point were clearly not part of the agenda.
My neighbour had studiously avoided any appropriation. Her works were made up of 
dot goannas, kangaroos, hands, lines, and perceived Aboriginal colours. There were 
no pinks, blues, purples, or colours other than the red, white, yellow, black and brown 
that she understood to be Aboriginal colours. Yet her work had no impact on her 
personally.
She made it quite clear that she as a non-Aboriginal, could do "Aboriginal" art. The 
viewer did not confirm an inner identity for her and ultimately the things that she chose 
to surround her life with had no relevance to her in this work. These works, despite their 
similarity to the work my Aboriginal students were producing, had no meaning to her. 
She was, however, deeply moved by the work of Susan Norrie when I showed them to 
her, to the point where she chose to draw and paint objects from her bedroom. She
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hung these works around her and rested them on her shelves in a way she did not do 
with her "Aboriginal" paintings.
This experience has been repeated in my observations over the years. I have found it 
interesting to make these contrasts in terms of stereotypical Aboriginal images when they 
are produced by Aboriginal people as compared to the same imagery being 
presented by non-Aboriginal people, On the surface, it would appear that with both 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people, they are producing work that is not their own in 
that it does not come from within themselves. Both groups are working on what I 
understand to be an imposed stereotype of Aboriginal art. It does not appear to 
reflect a day-to-day experience of life as they live it; and that it is both group's 
understandings as observers that this is "Aboriginal" art.
Ultimately my observations were that these images were deeply significant, on a number 
of levels, to the Aboriginal students. For example, many of my students in the gaol 
made their dot and circle and animal representation a metaphor for family and place. 
Relationships were ordered in terms of size: largeness representing older people and 
smaller markings representing children. These relationships to the painter were 
represented by closeness or distance to her representation of herself on the canvas. In 
this way, these works developed very significant meaning by both style and 
representation. Both the process and the final result became "sacred" because of this 
imbued meaning.
It must also be observed that this imagery was not ultimately imposed. It comes from 
and is informed by so many Aboriginal communities. The hand, colours, goannas, 
snakes, lizards, turtles, and so on come from somewhere. They are not accidents 
developed for exploitation, or an idea from a vacuum, just suddenly 'there.' They are 
not projects developed for exploitation, but images that have a discernible history and 
come from a specific culture. They are identifiable.
The question then has to be asked - why is this seemingly stereotypical imagery so 
confirming to Aboriginal identity? To understand some of the reasons why this is so, one 
has to look at the issue of Protection and its effect on the dispossession of Aboriginal 
people. This is the issue that has particularly resulted in Aboriginal alienation and lack 
of identity.
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SOME ASPECTS OF THE PROTECTION ACT AND ITS IMPACT ON 
ABORIGINAL IDENTITY.
By the 1830s there was great concern over the issue of human slavery. It was abolished 
by the British Empire in 1833. As a result of this abolishment of slavery there was a 
concern for all indigenous peoples under the Empire. Thus was founded the Aborigines 
Protection Society.15 One of the main humanitarians of that time, T.F. Buxton, chaired a 
House of Commons Select Committee on the Native Inhabitants of British Settlements in 
1837 which foreshadowed a policy of trusteeship.16 The sense of dispossession and 
lock of identity felt by Aboriginal prison artists has its beginnings in historical policies at 
the beginning of the nineteenth century. It is worth examining the following statement 
in order to understand how this policy developed into the Aborigines Protection and 
Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act, 1897.17
"SELECT COMMITTEE ON NATIVE INHABIT A m  ETC., BPP, 1837.
The situation o f  G rea t Britain brings her b e y o n d  a n y  o th e r p o w e r in to  com m u n ica tio n  
with the uncivilised nations o f  the  earth. We a re  in c o n ta c t w ith them  in so m a n y  parts  
of the g lobe, tha t it has b e c o m e  o f  d e e p  im p o rta n ce  to  ascerta in  the results o f  our 
relations with them, a n d  to  fix the  rules o f our c o n d u c t tow ards them. We a re  a p t to  
class them  unde r the sw eep ing  term  o f  savages, a n d  perhaps, in so do ing , to  cons ide r 
ourselves e xe m p te d  from  the  ob liga tions d u e  to  them  as our fe llow  men. This 
assumption does not, how ever, it  is obvious, a lte r ou r responsibility; a n d  the question  
appears m om entous, when w e  consider tha t the  p o licy  o f  G re a t Britain in this particu lar, 
as it has a lre ad y  a ffe c te d  the interests, a n d  w e  fea r w e  m a y  a d d , sacrifice d  the  lives, o f  
many thousands, m a y  yet, in a ll p robab ility , in fluence  the c h a ra c te r a n d  the destiny o f  
millions o f the hum an race . “1B
I note even in this first paragraph an assumption of power and control by Great Britain 
over the destiny of others.
"The exten t o f the question will b e  best c o m p re h e n d e d  b y  tak ing a  survey o f the  g lobe , 
and b y  observing over how  m u ch  o f  its su rface  an  in tercourse with Britain m a y  b e c o m e  
the greatest blessing, o r the  heaviest scourge. It will sca rce ly  b e  d e n ie d  in word, that, 
as an e n ligh tened  a n d  Christian peop le , w e  a re  a t  least b o u n d  to  d o  to  the  inhab itants  
of other lands, w he ther en ligh tened  o r not, as w e  should in similar c ircum stances desire
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"Your Committee a re  o f  opin ion tha t g re a t injustice has b ee n  p e rp e tra te d  upon the  
Aborigines - that, when the  G ove rnm en t o f  the  C o lony fo u n d  it necessary to  take  from  
them their hunting grounds a n d  their m eans o f  living, p ro p e r provision shou ld  have  
oeen mode for them. H ad they  b ee n  a  strong race , like the N ew  Zealanders, they  
would have fo rced  the n e w  occup ie rs  o f  their coun try  to  p ro v ide  for them ; b u t b e in g  
weak and ignorant, even  for savages, they h a ve  b ee n  tre a te d  w ith a lm ost u tte r 
neglect. "21
The report goes on to observe that Victoria was then (1858) almost completely 
occupied by a superior race, and goes on to suggest rounding up the Aboriginal 
remnants and placing them on various missions away from their hunting grounds.22
This document was defined by an assumption that "civilised" society originated in and is 
defined by hierarchical intellectual, social and economic divisions. The true founder of 
’civilised" society, according to Rousseau, possessed whatever unique capacities 
were/are necessary to arbitrarily define dominion and possession. Thus the leaders of 
’civilised" society are those who also have the ability to possess and dominate.23 
Rousseau's description of the difference between the "noble savage" and the 
’civilised" man had become an archetypical description of socio-cultural evolution and 
European colonial race relations. Therefore, the cultural space that indigenous people 
entered had already located and defined them.24
From such deeply ingrained assumptions of "civilisation" and "justice" started the highly 
organised and rigid controls put on Aboriginal peoples' lives. Where they lived, what 
they did, their money, who they married, and whether they could keep their own 
children, were controlled by the Protection Act which also set up Reserves which were 
often used as places of imprisonment by the authorities, and were certainly regarded as 
such by Aboriginal people.
The alienation of Aboriginal people from their lands became official policy. However, 
the main focus of the Protection Act was ultimately to do with Aboriginal children of 
mixed blood, the half-caste, quarter caste, octoroon, etc. It became a common 
practice to separate these children from their parents and community. As a result of this 
Act, these children were neither officially black, or white. They in turn had children who 
were even more alienated from their identity and so it went on. It should, of course, be 
noted that these mixed children's fathers were, in many cases, the owners and 
managers of stations, ministers, teachers, policemen, and so on. These men would
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certainly have had an interest in seeing that the progeny of their culturally perceived 
shameful and illicit unions were not in a position to identify them. Finally, due to all 
these circumstances, generations of people had no identity, no land, and no culture. 
They belonged in a ghost world, a shadow world of fear and control.
There was a broad belief that the children of mixed blood were not wanted or 
welcomed by their Aboriginal families.25 In many cases they were certainly not claimed 
by proud European families. However, it was not true that they were rejected by their 
Aboriginal mums. They were lovingly raised in Aboriginal families or Aboriginal 
communities until in the greater percentage of cases, they were snatched under the 
Protection Act of the State of residence, and in many cases never saw their families 
again.
For example, Doris Pilkington Nugi Gorrimara describes the lives of her mother and two 
aunties in her book Follow the Rabbit-Proof Fence.26 Doris's mother Molly Kelly, along 
with Gracie Cross and Daisy Kadibal, lived a traditional life woven in with station life 
around the Jigalong area of northern Western Australia until they were eleven, nine and 
seven years old respectively. These girls had a degree of caste. Because of this they 
had been noted. A request was sent to the Chief Protector of Aborigines in Perth at the 
time that "they should be seen to" as they were running wild.27 Subsequently they were 
taken under Protection to Mogumber Aboriginal Childrens Home from where they 
escaped and walked the incredible distance back to their homelands where they were 
recaptured and returned to Mogumber. In both Between Two Worlds28 by Rowena 
MacDonald and the earlier The Lost Children. Thirteen Australians taken from their 
Aboriginal families tell of their struggles to find their natural parents.29 edited by Coral 
Edwards and Peter Reid, there is documentation along with heart-rending personal 
narrative.
Margaret Tucker, in her autobiography If Everyone Cared,"30 describes how her own 
mother wandered off into the bush and was found some time later moaning like a 
wounded animal after all but one of her young daughters was taken. This mother was 
half demented long afterwards while Margaret suffered the horror and cruelty of 
Cootamundra Domestic Training Home for Aborigines, and the brutality of white 
employers. Making a broader context, Margaret Tucker comments: " I be lieve  a  
policeman res igned from  the  fo rce  saying if  it was a  p o lice m a n 's  jo b  to  tea r cry ing  
children from heart-b roken m others, he  d id  n o t w an t the  job . "31 Thus the 
consequences of Protection in small ways were noted by some non-Aboriginal people 
as well. These small comments are worthy of note, in that we can confirm and share
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occasionally with some of the broader Australian community, as human beings, those 
events that scar and demean all human hearts.
On the 26 January, 1938, an important meeting was convened at the Mandarin Club in 
Sydney, New South Wales, which defined the status of these children by Aboriginal 
people as well as defining publicly the attitudes of the Aboriginal community to 
Protection and land. The Aboriginal Advancement League had been active the length 
and breadth of Australia. Some Aboriginal men, specifically. Jack Patten from Brisbane 
and Johnny Ferguson from up Maclean way in Northern New South Wales (Bundjalung 
country), had held discussions which covered a range of worker and union issues that 
had eventually focused on issues of Land Rights and continued opposition to the hated 
Protection Act.
This Protection Act functioned in a number of ways from State to State. It is relevant to 
look at a statement in near totality that came out of that Aboriginal meeting held in 
Sydney on January 26th, 1938. The statement is one of the first to conscientiously 
articulate Aboriginal attitude to contemporary life. This statement, informs the 
understanding of Aboriginal politics and history from that time to this, along with the 
understanding of Terra Nullius. It starts:
“The 26th o f January, 1938, is n o t a  d a y  o f  re jo ic ing  fo r Austra lia 's Aborig ines; it is a  
day o f mourning. This festiva l o f  150 years ( the Sydney 1938 sesqui-cen tenary) o f  so- 
called 'progress' in Austra lia  com m e m o ra tes  also 150 years o f  m isery a n d  d e g ra d a tio n  
imposed upon the  o rig ina l n a tive  inhab itants b y  the  w h ite  invaders o f  this country. We, 
representing the Aborigines, n o w  ask you, the  re a d e r o f  this p ape r, to  pause in the  m idst 
of your sesqui-centenary re jo icings a n d  ask yourself honestly w he the r your 'co n sc ie n ce ' 
is clear in re g a rd  to  the tre a tm e n t o f  the  Australian b lacks b y  the Australian whites during  
the period o f  150 years ' history w h ich  you ce le b ra te ?  (See Attachment i y
We note that this question is still being asked by Aboriginal people in this age of 
reconciliation and Olympics 2000.
"These a re  h a rd  words, b u t w e  ask you to  fa c e  the truth o f  our accusa tion. If you  
would open ly  a d m it th a t the  purpose  o f  your Aborig ines Legislation has b een , a n d  n o w  
is, to exterm inate the Aborig ines co m p le te ly  so tha t n o t a  tra ce  o f  them  or o f  their 
descendants remains, w e  c o u ld  describe  you as bruta l, b u t honest. But you d a re  n o t 
admit o pen ly  th a t your h o p e  a n d  wish is for our d e a th ! You hypocritica lly  c la im  tha t 
you are trying to  'p ro te c t ' us; b u t your m odern  p o lic y  o f  'p ro te c tio n ' (so c a lle d ) is killing
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us off just as surely as the  p io ne e r p o lic y  o f  g iv ing  us p o isoned  d a m p e r a n d  shooting  us 
down like d ingoes! (See Attachment 1)'
In this way genocide and its mcdes are named, an important historical and political 
act. Further on the statement reads;
'Alt Aborigines, w he the r n o m a d ic  o r civilised, a n d  also a ll half-castes, a re  liab le  to  b e  
protected' b y  the A borig ines P ro tection  Boards, a n d  the ir le g a l status is d e fin e d  b y  
Aborigines P rotection A cts  o f  the  various States a n d  o f  the  C om m onw ea lth . Thus w e  
ore for the g re a te r p a r t d e p riv e d  o f  o rd ina ry  c iv il rights a n d  citizenship, a n d  w e  a re  
made a  pariah caste  within this so -ca lle d  d e m o c ra tic  com m unity . (See Attachment ty
Thus Aboriginal people stated not only that they see themselves as equal, but said 
unequivocally that the pariah caste definition offered by democratic institutions itself 
made them "unequal" and that it was not a description of Aboriginal making.
"An 'Aborig ine ' is d e fin e d  in the  N ew  South Wales A c t as 'a n y  fu ll-b looded  o r ha lf-caste  
Aboriginal w ho is a  na tive  o f  Australia, a n d  w ho  is tem pora rily  o r pe rm a ne n tly  res ident 
in New South Wales. ' It will b e  n o te d  th a t the  Board 's 'p ro te c tio n ' extends to  half- 
castes as well as to  full-bloods. (See Attachment 1)’
In this way we see that it is Aboriginal blood that allows 'Protection.' The white blood 
was no guarantee of equality. It was the Aboriginal blood that measured caste, not 
the Irish/Scottish/English/ltalian/American/Greek or whatever. By the measure of 
Aboriginal caste, whether it be large or small, our otherness was defined. In an ironical 
way, this also gives us identity. If we were a mixture of blood other than Aboriginal, 
that admixture would barely be noted. This legal otherness gives us a back-handed 
identity. In a sense, we cannot escape it. In Section 1 TRANSFORMATION(death) 
Appropriation, I discuss three specific Aboriginal people, Archie Weller, Mudrooroo 
Narogin, and Dr. Roberta Sykes, three well-known Aboriginal authors, who are currently 
experiencing a questioning of their Aboriginal identity from within a particular section of 
the Aboriginal community. If they had not lived and identified as Aboriginal it is 
doubtful that they would be subject to this sort of scrutiny.
"Under ce rta in  provisions o f  the  A ct, the  B oard  has p o w e r to  co n tro l 'any  person  
apparently  h av ing  an  a dm ix tu re  o f  A bo rig in a l b lo o d ', a n d  m a y  o rd e r a n y  such person  
'appa ren tly ' o f  A bo rig in a l b lo o d  (u n d e r a  m agistra tes o rde r) to  live on an A bo rig ina l 
Reserve, a n d  to  b e  unde r the  co n tro l o f  the  Board.
By an am endm en t o f  the  A c t  (1936) an  a ve rm e n t th a t a  person is an  'A b o rig in e ' is 
regarded as ‘suffic ient e v id e n ce  o f the  truth o f such averm ent.... unless the co n tra ry  is 
shown to the satisfaction o f the  C o u rt. ' The onus o f d isp roo f is thus on the a ccu se d , 
contrary to the trad itiona l p ra c tic e  o f  'British' law. (See Attachment i y
It should be noted that this constant definition of Aboriginality as other, ie, our 
marginalisation, also gives us identity historically and contemporarily. And following is 
the central justification for the removal of Aboriginal children in New South Wales.
"The Board m ay cause  the  ch ild  o f  a n y  A bo rig ine  to  b e  a p p re n tic e d  to  a n y  m aster a n d  
any child who refuses to  b e  so a p p re n tic e d  m a y  b e  re m o ve d  to  a  h om e  o r institution.
The Board m ay assume full co n tro l a n d  cus tody o f  the  ch ild  o f  a n y  A borig ine. (See 
Attachment 1)'
There is also a call for basic human rights,
'We ask for e q u a l e d u ca tion , e q u a l opportun ity , e q u a l wages, e q u a l rights to  possess 
property, or to  b e  our o w n  masters - in tw o  words; e q u a l c itizenship! How  ca n  you  
honestly refuse this? In N ew  South Wales you g ive  us the  vote, a n d  trea t us as equals a t  
the ba llo t box. Then w hy d o  you im pose the  o th e r unfa ir restriction o f  rights upon  us? 
Do you really think th a t the 9,884 half-castes o f  N ew  South Wales a re  in n e e d  o f  your 
special 'p ro te c tio n '?  D o you rea lly  be lieve  th a t these half-castes a re  'natura lly  
backw ard ' a n d  la ck in g  in n a tu ra l in te lligence?  If so, you a re  co m p le te ly  m istaken.
When our p e o p le  a re  b a ckw a rd , it is beca u se  your tre a tm e n t has m a d e  them  so. G ive  
us the sam e chances  as yourselves, a n d  w e  will p ro ve  ourselves to  b e  just as g o o d , if 
not better, Australians, than you!
Keep your charity ! We only w a n t justice. (See Attachment iy
This cry became part of Aboriginal demands in the Year of Indigenous People. A little 
further on in this statement the misrepresentation of Aboriginal people, and racial 
prejudice, are mentioned.
"The p opu la r Press o f  Austra lia  m akes a  jo ke  o f  us b y  p resenting  silly a n d  o u t-o f-d a te  
drawings a n d  jokes o f  'Ja cky ' o r 'Binghi'. w hich h a ve  e d u c a te d  city-dw elle rs a n d  
young Australians to  look  upon  us as sub-hum an. Is this n o t a d d in g  insult to  injury?
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What a dirty trick, to  push us d o w n  b y  laws, a n d  then to  m a ke  fun o f  us! You k ick us, 
and then laugh a t our misfortunes. You k e e p  us ignorant, a n d  then a ccu se  us o f  
having no know ledge. W ake up, Australians, a n d  realise th a t your c rue l jokes have  
gone over the lim it!" (See Attachment 1)
The statement is signed by J.T. Patten, President, La Perouse, and W. Ferguson, 
Organising Secretary, Dubbo. In making full bloods, half-caste and quarter-caste all 
represent Aboriginal and thus suffering from the same oppressor, the statement gives 
identity as Aboriginal to all the groups mentioned. The statement eases the ambiguity 
of caste and gives base to the statement "you are Aboriginal or you are not."
It is worth looking at some of some of the results of the Protection Act on Aboriginal life, 
in order to have some understanding of the effects this Act had on Aboriginal identity 
and art.
Issues of caste and degrees of Aboriginality as raised in this 1938 document and 
questions of exactly what is Aboriginal imagery are still disputed especially in the 
contemporary art world where artists claiming Aboriginality can be rejected as white 
and where contemporary Aboriginal imagery can be described as "second rate" or 
"folk" and therefore not legitimate.32
Prior to the January 26th 1938 statement I have quoted, Aboriginality was defined as full 
blood, half caste, quarter caste and so on. Aboriginal people were defined in terms of 
their "shame" of their European blood in that they could not be European because of 
the "stain" of the Aboriginal blood; they could not be Aboriginal because of the 
degree of "good" blood; the more they were caste, the better the chance of 
assimilation, or rather, the hiding of this shame. However, by legally defining caste the 
"otherness" was identified. The degree of Aboriginal caste was usually identified and 
acknowledged whereas the degree of European was not. As I demonstrate a little 
further on, these beliefs are still persuasive in labelling "Aboriginal" and "non- 
Aboriginal."
The January 26th, 1938, statement by Aboriginal people from which I have quoted, 
embraced all degrees of Aboriginal caste as Aboriginal; it identified areas of 
oppression and degrees of suffering and goals among Aboriginal peoples as well as 
universal humanity. This stand was in direct conflict with the dominant cultures' 
perceived "Darwinism," a belief which took scientific theory as proof of the "survival of 
the fittest." In 1859, Charles Darwin argued that all species on earth derived from a
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single cell which, over time, developed a number of different animal and plant 
branches which evolutionised according to the genetic characteristics that survived the 
environment in which it was made.33
In Queensland we note a history where the Protection Act resulted in children as young 
as four years old being gaoled, that is literally locked up, on Palm Island. Their crime? 
To be Aboriginal or in many cases to have Aboriginal blood, that is, to have a degree
of caste.34
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and the local policeman. Their time on the road was limited where permission had 
oeen given and they had to report to the police station in each town they passed 
through. Police then signed their permission to move onto the next town. Frequently 
they (the Murris) were locked up overnight thus cutting into their travelling time.38 If 
they were not back on the mission within the designated time they were regarded as 
‘on the run" and they were gaoled on capture or return.
In New South Wales there were three main Protection Homes: Bomaderry Babies Home, 
Kinsela Boys Home and Cootamundra Girls Home. In Ruby Langford Ginibi's Mv 
Bundialuna People she describes interviewing her son-in- law, Steve Ridgway, who spent 
twelve years, from the age of four to sixteen, in Kinsela Boys Home.
He describes his initial belief that he was being taken on a holiday with his sisters. His 
mother happily let the children go on this "holiday." The children were separated at 
Central Railway station in Sydney, the girls to go to Cootamundra Girls Home, he to go 
to Kinsela. He describes crying for a full year for his mother. He never saw his mother 
or his sisters again. He describes a life of dispossession blocked out only by his 
continuing alcoholism. Ruby Langford Ginibi notes that his voice faded to barely a 
whisper as he related this tragic tale.39 He had never talked about it before. In telling 
it, one may well ask was the pain alleviated or resolved? No, it is part of his identity.
He is after all. Aboriginal.
Joy Williams was taken from her mother at birth and placed in an Aboriginal home.
Her mother came from Erambie Mission in Cowra, southern central New South Wales, 
and was given a hysterectomy following the birth of Joy.40
Joy was finally put in a home for white children as a "light" child and did not discover 
her Aboriginality until many years later. This followed her own loss of her two older 
children under the same Protection Laws that had taken her. She describes a life of 
erratic behaviour and drunkenness that is now a familiar tale following the 
consequences of Aboriginal dispossession.4’
Coral Edwards was the youngest of five children being a baby of five months old when 
she was taken from her mother. In her film the "Link Up Story"42 she describes how the 
matron of Cootamundra Girls Home took her in and raised her as her own child. Her 
relationship with "Mate" is a source of great angst to her even as an adult woman. Her 
sister Lola and she finally met up again as adults. The only way the sisters could be
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reunited again with their family was through visiting the graves of those siblings who did 
not survive to free adulthood.
Such tales of tragedy have become burnt into the very soul of Aboriginal identity.
Coral, along with Peter Read, edited a book. The Lost Children. Thirteen Australians 
Taken From Their Families Tell of Their Struggles To Find Their Natural Parents.43 which 
describes the experiences of thirteen Aboriginal people taken under the Protection Act 
and their journeys to identity through following that convoluted path, both physically 
and psychologically, to people and land.44
The Protection Act was first laid down under legislation in 1883 and was finally repealed 
in 1973. The horrific consequences of that Act still survive with Aboriginal people to this
day.45
In their verdict on the death in custody of Malcolm Charles Smith, made when handing 
down their findings of the Enquiry Into Deaths in Custody at Long Bay Gaol, the Judges 
noted the consequences of this prisoner's experiences under the Protection Act as 
having direct bearing on his gaol experiences and subsequent death.46
The song "Muntana" by Archie Roach tells of the experiences of another Aboriginal 
man, James Savage, tribal name Muntana, from Cumeragunga Mission on the 
southern border of New South Wales. He was taken from his eighteen year old 
Aboriginal mother under the Protection Act and put in the care of an American 
missionary couple who subsequently moved to Western Australia.47 James (Muntana) 
proved to be a difficult child and his adoptive parents blamed his problems on his 
Aboriginally. When they finally moved back to America they took James (Muntana) 
with them but he proved continually disobedient. As a consequence of their inability to 
deal with him they abandoned him in a large American town at the age of twelve.
James Savage (Muntana) then lived a hand to mouth existence on the fringes of 
American society. As a young adult who was also by this time an alcoholic, he 
murdered a middle aged white American woman.
His case became an international focus for illustrating the consequences of the evil 
Protection Act. James (Muntana) is still on death row in America and will never come 
home again. He has lost his land, his blood, his culture and his soul as a direct 
consequence of the policies of the Protection Act.
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1 is not surprising then, that the stolen children and their consequent institutionalisation 
and marginalisation under the Protection Act have become forged on the Aboriginal 
psyche. The Act has become part of the contemporary Aboriginal identity.
Malcolm Charles Smith, who I mentioned in the previous page, was one of the ninety- 
nine Aboriginal men who died in custody in the period 1985 -1988. His death was one 
of those investigated by the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody.48 
One of the Aboriginal investigating Officers employed by that Royal Commission 
produced a film "Who Killed Malcolm Smith?"451
Malcolm Charles Smith was born in 1953 and died in Long Bay Goal in 1987 of a self 
inflicted wound. His father's name was Joe, and Joe knew his native language and 
culture which was Niawba. He married Gladys, and over the next few years they had 
eight boys and five girls.
Joe Smith chose not to live on the mission where he and his family would have starved. 
He chose instead to move among the stations in the area where both he and Gladys 
picked up work where they could. Gladys was known as a wonderful mother and 
given that she only had one arm, she must have been quite a remarkable woman. The 
Smiths were known wherever they went as a happy and loving family and Joe and 
Gladys were admired for their hard working capabilities.
Life was very hard for the Smith family but with constant work and frequent movement 
they were able to both survive and also escape the attention of the local police, 
mission managers and other Protection Board Administrators. When the children were 
quite young, and Malcolm was one of the youngest, Gladys died. It was a tremendous 
loss for the whole family. Joe gathered his family together in their grief and worked 
twice as hard to hold it all together.
Malcolm and his brothers and sisters and cousins were normal, vibrant happy kids. In 
the same district, white children rode their bicycles from their properties to the bus stop 
where they would catch the bus to school. They would leave their bicycles at the bus 
stop where many of the young Aboriginal children would "borrow" them. Malcolm, his 
brother Robert and a cousin were detained by the local police one time for being in 
possession of one of these bicycles. At no time was Joe or the family informed that 
Malcolm and the other two boys were in cells. They were sentenced the next day and 
all three boys were ordered by the Protection to go to Kinchela Boys Home, many 
hundred of miles away.
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The boys were transported next morning. They never saw their family again. Malcolm 
was eleven years old and had just lost his mother. Can you imagine it? Why did this 
happen? Why was his family not told? What must be understood was that Aboriginal 
ceople at this time had virtually no rights. While such "transportation" would not have 
happened to a white child, because of the Protection Act, this was a regular part of 
Aboriginal life. Aboriginal people feared the Protection and ran from it. They hid and 
lied to avoid the Protection. The Protection was represented by any policeman, 
minister, teacher, publican, tradesperson, banker or shopkeeper: in short, any white 
person who presumed to have an opinion on Aborigines.
The family was not told because they were Aboriginal - it happened because they were 
Aboriginal and the Smiths bowed their heads and got on with life as best they could.
By this time, with Gladys dead and the boys gone, life was grievous indeed for Joe. He 
simply got on with it as best he could.
By now the powers that be had taken note of the Smith family and within a very short 
space of time eight more of Joe's children had been taken before the court and 
Protection had them all "committed to an institution." The children were taken to 
Cootamundra and Bomaderry amongst other places. At that time one in six Aboriginal 
children in New South Wales were committed to various institutions under the Protection 
Act. The next year, the last four of Joe's boys were taken from him. The family was 
never to be together again. Joe had lost everything. By now, an empty shell of a 
man, he drank and drank. Do you wonder?
All of Joe and Gladys's extended family were aware of the loss of Joe's children. For 
many, it had happened to them too. Family after family, for generations, were 
decimated by the Protection Act.
Mary-Anne, Malcolm's sister finally came home. She had five children, all of them taken 
by Protection. She drank alongside her father. They drank for the same reasons. To 
forget. To anaesthetise the loss and emptiness. It was a form of living death and 
many Aboriginal people were sharing the bottle, weeping and collapsing for the same 
reasons. Non-Aboriginal people observe this so-called "alcoholism" and never 
thought to ask why. We knew why and felt there was nothing else to do. Thus we took 
on each other's pain - it was shared group knowledge. It became another part of 
who we were to ourselves and to each other. Meanwhile the children were being 
raised in a hostile and brutal environment far from a loving family they grieved for.
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jhey were being told that their families did not want them, could not look after them, or 
had abandoned them.
And what of Malcolm Smith? He was sent to Kinchela where he was given the number 
three as his identifying number, just as all the young Aboriginal boys in that institution 
had their identifying number. No longer was he "Mai" or "son" or "mate." Rules and 
regulations replaced the love that he had known. At sixteen years old he was sent out 
into the world - ill prepared and illiterate. Not to any part of the world but to Sydney.
He was still a ward of the State. Can you imagine it - taken from a loving family to the 
brutal environs of Kinchela's at Kempsey. Then from rural Kempsey to Sydney - alone?
In June 1970 he was put on probation for stealing (he stole a pedal for his bike). The 
Probation Board placed him in an office to work. He was illiterate so he was sacked, 
which meant he was in breach of his probation. His probation required that he be in 
the full-time employment that was provided by the Probation Board. He was 
sentenced indefinitely to Mount Penang Boys Detention Centre near Gosford.
Thirty to forty percent of the inmates at Mount Penang were Aboriginal. Many were 
there for such crimes as being "neglected." Mount Penang was a terrifying place where 
the inmates were controlled by brutal punishment. They worked from dawn to dusk in 
demeaning and horrific work. On Saturdays they were all lined up at one end of a 
huge field were they had to dig all day. The digging was not to grow things - it had no 
reasons. It was simply to keep them occupied on Saturdays. If they stopped or 
dropped, they were flogged back onto their feet to work some more. On Sundays they 
went to Church if they were not confined as punishment. A report in July 1970 notes 
that Malcolm Smith was "a state ward of dull intelligence."
Malcolm Smith went from Mount Penang to Long Bay Goal. All this time his family knew 
nothing of him or he of them. After some years in gaol Malcolm was found one day in 
the prayer position with his throat slit from ear to ear. It was by his own hand.
He was alive so he was transferred to the Special Care area - into the Observation Unit. 
Here he was allowed into a yard which was a small cage, for five hours a day. The 
other nineteen hours he spent in a cell with a slit way up near the roof for light. The light 
offered was minimal. The walls of the cell were covered in graffiti, vomit, food and the 




Some time later a psychiatric report notes Malcolm had "tried to gouge out his left eye 
again.' It also noted "bizarre behaviour." Malcolm went through delusions as did the 
other inmates locked into such a dark place for nineteen hours a day. He did not 
know what was going on and was certainly not informed. Who knows what was in the 
mind of Malcolm Smith by then? We do know that he was trying to "atone" through 
'self mutilation." He was painting and drawing by then - it had become the literacy for 
this illiterate Aboriginal man. Only one drawing exists and it is of a cross far away on a 
hill, seen through ornate and open gates.
He took his paint brush into the toilet and stabbed it into his left eye and through his 
brain, screaming the whole time. His sister Mary-Anne and his father Joe finally were re­
united with Malcolm. They could not say the words that hung in their hearts. He could 
not speak to them. He was dead.
He was taken from a loving family, a happy, naughty, curious eleven year old, grieving 
for his mother. He is home now, marked by a rough wooden cross, over a mound of 
earth. The cross has marked on it in white paint, MALCOLM CHARLES SMITH and it is 
surrounded by brightly coloured plastic flowers.
From the day he was born - and from the day he was taken - someone is accountable 
fa his suffering, his family say.
Of the ninety-nine deaths in custody investigated by the Royal Commission In to Deaths 
In Custody 1987 -1992, many had started their institutional life under a Protection Order 
for no reason but "being Aboriginal."
This is one story of how the devastation of the Protection Act impacted on a large and 
extended family as well as a number of communities. The results of being raised in 
institutions as a consequence of the Protection Act reverberates through many 
generations to come in terms of ability to love and parent, overcome abusive patterns 
and addictive and psychotic behaviour, and much else that has been well 
documented over recent years.50 After invasion the Protection Act had the biggest 
singular effect on Aboriginal psyche and identity - and that effect is reverberating 
through to generations yet unborn. It has become part of the lore, myth, and story of 
all contemporary Aboriginal people either directly or indirectly.
The Protection Act stripped all those who experienced it of their land, their language, 
their family, their identity, and finally themselves. In this context it is more easily
116
understood how the dot paintings I referred to in relation to prisoners in Long Bay Gaol, 
Mulawa Womens' Detention Centre, Emu Plains Womens' Detention Centre, Norma 
Parker Centre and Silverwater Gaol, become significant in terms of identity. Their 
significance is far greater than first level satisfaction of self expression and artistic intent.
When you have been so brutally treated and watched helplessly as family die, when 
you are dispossessed of family, land, language, culture, and finally, self - and you are 
still an Aborigine, then the only way out is back into those signposts that still exist.
These observations were significant to me when developing my own work and relating it 
to my own identity and experiences. The question for me was, how do I identify as an 
Aboriginal person? What are the significant aspects that confirm my identity? And 
even, have I an Aboriginal identity? I have described in other parts of this work the 
process of construction and deconstruction that is part of that internal building of both 
spirituality and identity that seems to be part of contemporary Aboriginality. The 
process is a repeated death until we find our identity in Aboriginality.
In political terms it is a continuing battle of colonisation and re-colonisation. When one 
becomes aware that one's own thought processes have been colonised and still yet 
house the coloniser, the questions of construction and deconstruction become more 
complex. Thus, as Andrew Benjamin says in What is Deconstruction? Deconstruction 
and Art/The Art of Deconstruction:
"De-construction analyses a n d  com pares c o n c e p tu a l pairs, w hich a re  currently  
accepted as se lf-ev ident a n d  natural, as if they h a d  n o t b e e n  institutionalised a t  som e  
precise m o m e n t as if  they  h a d  no  history. Because o f  b e in g  taken for g ra n te d  they  
restrict thinking. "5'
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CONNECTIONS: SHARED ABORIGINAUTY, MAORIDOM AND 
SOME FEMINIST SENSIBILITIES.
In 1990-1992 on one of Ruby Langford Ginibi's trips back to Bundjalung country 
(Lismore) we were invited to address the International Women's Day meeting. Ruby 
mentions this in her book Mv Bundialuna People.52 I spoke after Ruby finished, 
mentioning my own Protection experiences and what I saw as the consequences:
”Thanks to the Bundja lung p e o p le  o f  this coun try  fo r h av ing  m e  on their land, a n d  
thanks to da rlin ' M um  Ruby for tak ing m e  b a c k  to  he r coun try  to  find  he r roots. I'm  one  
of the Gomileroi p e o p le  a lthough  th a t is n o t w here  I was raised. I'm  ne ithe r triba l nor 
m'ission b red  but. like m a n y  o f  m y  peo p le , I'm  d e s c e n d e d  from  the stolen ones. A ll the  
cultural signposts I h ave  h a d  a re  European-based, w h ich m eans they a re  b o th  racist 
and chauvinistic. M ost o f  m y  g ro w n -u p  observations a b o u t m y  iden tity  h a ve  b ee n  
ethnographic.
I have always d ra w n  a n d  I h a ve  always pa in ted , it's  b e e n  m y  form  o f  e sca p e  a n d  it's  
a form o f p ro o f th a t I exist. It's also b ee n  a  w a y  o f  w orking o u t w ho I a m  a n d  h o w  I fit 
in the world. It's b een  m y w a y  o f  m aking  universal sta tem ents base d  on m y life as I see  
it. It sounds p re tty  se lf-cen tred  I suppose, b u t w e  aren  't  a ll islands a lone, w orking ou t 
our history a n d  cu ltu re  w ithou t he lp  from anyo n e  else. We w ere  b om  in to  families w ho  
tell us daily in lots o f  little  a n d  b ig  ways w ho  w e  a re  a n d  w here  w e  c o m e  from. Our 
school friends, our aunties a n d  our cousins con tinue  th a t process. The things w e  learn  
in schools, the stories a n d  p ic tures w e  h e a r a n d  see in books con tinue  the  process too. 
The art on the walls a n d  the music w e hea r tells us w ho w e a re  a n d  where w e co m e  
from a n d  it confirms our spirituality w h ich is rea lly the  essence, as it shou ld  in d e e d  be.
Our history has a lw ays b e e n  suppressed; KoorP  cu ltu re  has neve r b ee n  tau g h t in 
schools a n d  until qu ite  re ce n tly  w e  h a ve  le a rn e d  our history through w h ite  e y e s ..."
I talked about many things, but in touching on my own understanding of art at that 
time, I said:
"There's b ee n  a  lo t o f  focus on A bo rig ina l a rt recently , b u t if  you look closely, the  a rt is 
mainly from the  C en tra l a n d  Western Desert areas. It is w onderfu l a rt b u t it is on ly one
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style. I think tha t our a p p re c ia tio n  o f A bo rig ina l a rt has b ee n  c o n d it io n e d  so th a t w e  
always ask w hat 're a l' A bo rig ina l a rt is. By p u ttin g  it in to  a  p a rticu la r c a te g o ry  it is ke p t 
on the fringe, like a  sort o f  nove lty  freak show. It is b ro u g h t in to  the  cities from the  
outback by  various dealers, a n d  so the  m a rke t c a n  b e  easily co n tro lle d  b y  these  
dealers who sell the work as 'tra d itio n a l' art.
The interesting th ing is th a t a ll the  'tra d itio na l' a rt you see is 'tra d itio n a l' in terms o f  the  
culture be ing  40,000 to  50,000 years old, b u t w e  shou ld  re m e m b e r th a t Papunya, 
Yuendumu a n d  those p e o p le  only s ta rted  p a in tin g  on canvas a ro u n d  1971. Therefore, 
although we are  d ea lin g  with a  timeless culture, it is co n te m p o ra ry  a rt w h icheve r w ay  
you look a t it. So w h a t is a rt?  Well w e  ca n  say a  lo t o f  things a b o u t it, b u t bas ica lly  it 
confirms, b y  the forms a n d  im ages the  a rt takes, the  existence o f a ny  ra c e  as b e in g  
separate from another, w h ich in turn confirms, a n d  deve lops the spirituality o f  e a ch  ra c e  
by these images a n d  b y  the rituals e a ch  ra c e  develops. It inspires us to  b e lie ve  in g re a t  
things a nd  in g re a t b eau ty . It tells us o f  our d ream s a n d  aspirations a n d  it surrounds us 
with our own being-ness."
I forgot to mention here, much to my regret, that it is also our cry for justice.
"/ attended an  indigenous w om en 's  co n fe re n ce  in A d e la id e  re ce n tly  a n d  I h ave  been  
to America a n d  spen t tim e with various na tive  A m erican  co m m u n itie s ... I ta lked  to  the  
women a n d  lea rn t th a t the  A m erican  Indians a n d  the A bo rig ina l p e o p le  share one  thing  
in common; w e  c o m e  from  the earth, a n d  will a lways h a ve  close links w ith it. The la n d  
which looks a fte r us is our m other, is ce n tra l to  our spirituality, cu lture, a n d  survival. "M
I must say that it has never pleased me to represent ultimate Aboriginal aspirations or 
oppression. My choice, as I have said in other parts of the work, is to find "self" and 
take my images from there. However to find identity I had to understand "us." Us mob. 
And that has had some interesting convolutions, at the heart of the European tradition.
"It is not simply in the Cratylus th a t P lato is co n c e rn e d  w ith w h a t a  n am e  names: it is, as 
is clear from the Theartetus a  question tha t is ce n tra l to  a ny  system atic ph ilosoph ica l 
investigation. Socrates brings this p o in t to  the  fore  in his question: 'Do you suppose  
anyone has a n y  understand ing  o f  the  n am e  o f  som eth ing  if  he  does n o t know  w h a t it
is?'"55
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jn ^(jer to "know what it is" and for convenient reference, I use the Aboriginals In 
Ta.F.E. Network reference which defined a context in which to place Aboriginal Studies 
and the various Aboriginal societies in relation to each other, and to time.
• Traditional A borig ina l Socie ty w hich refers fo  A bo rig ina l societies a n d  cultures  
developed over thousands o f  years w ith its founda tion  in the  Dream ing.
? Transitional A bo rig ina l S oc ie ty  is A bo rig ina l soc ie ty  s ince the  arriva l o f  Europeans in 
the 18th Century.
3. Con tem porary A bo rig ina l Socie ty refers to  A bo rig ina l cu ltu re  a n d  com m unities as 
they exist in Australian soc ie ty  a t  present:56
As much as I am aware of the area of discussion regarding those differences between 
indigenous peoples and the priority of those differences on both the world agenda and 
with the many different Aboriginal nations in Australia. I have been at pains to explain 
the effect on perception of identity and place if one is not using and trusting one's own 
eyes, life and experience, in an identifiable cultural context. One becomes an 
"observed other," never "self." I have attempted to touch on some of the issues that 
effectively dispossess Aboriginal people themselves, from "self." I have also tried to 
explain the difficulty of understanding exactly what it means to define what it is and 
what it means to be a contemporary Aboriginal artist in the times we live in.
Ultimately these things are best explained through my day to day relationship with 
various indigenous women and their relationship with me. It is most complex.
My experience with all the indigenous women I have met, from Maori, Native American 
and so on, is that we call each other "sister." We say "people of the land" and we are 
talking about ourselves. We say “our mother the earth" and we are talking of a shared 
belonging. We say "we come from the land - she is our mother" and we are talking for 
each other.
Do you see what I am saying? We know we come from different lands, different 
nations, different cultures. That is self evident fa  each of us. However we come to 
meet each other as indigenous people. We identify ourselves to each other as 
indigenous peoples. We call our brothers "brother." We call each other "sister." We 
do not do this with non-indigenous people. Between us some things are not self 
evident, but when we say "hello my sisters", our indigenous identity is self-evident and
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ttiat is what we affirm. We are not on the outside looking in, seeking to put into context 
•the other." This is "us." This is "me." These are my sisters. How then can I observe 
them as "the other" and speak of things I have no right to observe. I insult them to 
•observe" them. I honour them to talk of their work in the same way and in the same 
time I talk of my own work. We know and observe each others difference. However, 
we come together as "brother," and "sister."
This of course, is also a common human experience. For example, when different 
women meet around various feminist issues, as in the International Indigenous Womens 
Conference in Adelaide South Australia in 1989, their different viewpoints and 
cultural/historical perspectives are generally acknowledged, if not immediately, then 
with some argument. That is usually the point of these meetings - to articulate, 
understand or resolve their clear differences. However, our point of unity is that we are 
women. We recognise each other as of the same gender. We have no need to 
observe or define to each other as female. That is clear to each of us, and in that 
recognition we also share certain limited understandings. Yet when talking in a different 
context it is silly to refer to the eternal femaleness all the time when there are issues of 
patriarchy and capitalism, reproductive rights to talk about and that are specific to 
each situation. To each other we may be "sisters." Yet we know each other's 
differences and make sure they are acknowledged in the broader world.
There are clearly many differences between indigenous nations within Australia and 
worldwide. Yet the essence of the spirituality is the same. "We came from the land - 
she is our mother." How that is seen and how it is practiced varies tremendously. 
Languages, climates, costumes, cultures are amazingly divergent throughout the world.
I say, however, that our belonging, our centre, is the same. Because of this we call 
each other "sister," and "brother."
I also have developed many personal connections due to my interest in indigenous 
women from other parts of the world, particularly New Zealand. One of my sisters-in- 
law is a Maori woman. My sister-in-law had a white mother and a Maori father. She 
had not been raised in her father's culture. She looked more Maori than European and 
identified as Maori rather than as European. When I asked her why this was so, she was 
stumped. She could not give me an answer.
My niece, her daughter, had both Aboriginal and Maori blood and she has asked me, 
"what am I, Maori or Koori?" I say Koori because, after all, her father is my brother. I 
claim that blood. Her mother, naturally, says Maori because she claims her blood.
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Ae are both sensible women who love our girl and we know that she has to sort this 
one out herself.
It was my sister-in-taw who encouraged me to establish a correspondence with Megan 
Tamati Quennell, trainee Maori curator at Wellington National Museum and Art Gallery. 
My interests in developing this relationship were many, but I suppose could be boiled 
down to the question: "what is us?" What does it mean to be an indigenous person in 
the twentieth century? How do we give ourselves identity and what is our commonality?
I was interested in giving my own imagery some universality.
While I was researching at the Wellington National Gallery and Museum in 1992 I came 
across "whenua"57 bowls a number of times. I was interested in these bowls for their 
shape and beauty as well as for their significance to women. These bowls were made 
specifically for placing the placenta of a newborn baby in, and then being buried at 
the exact spot where the baby had come into the world.58 One of the explanations for 
this was as follows:
”Each generation was b o n d e d  to the  la n d  a t  b irth b y  the  custom  o f  p la n tin g  the  
afterbirth, also know n as w henua, in the land. When a  ch ild 's  p ito  (um b ilica l c o rd ) was 
cut and buried  with the  a fte rb irth  in the land, it is know n as an  iho whenua. The iho is 
the core, the c e n tre  portion  o f the c o rd  which is b e tw e e n  the ch ild  a n d  the whenua, 
symbolising the co n n e c tio n  to  the land. "w
These sorts of explanations of birth practices were common to a number of different 
indigenous areas. At the same time, in another area I read the following:
* Much o f the m ystification com es from  the  colonising hea lth  system which has 
effectively d isa llow ed  one  trad ition  - a n d  essential - link o f  the  M aori w om an  with the  
earth. The la n g u a g e  sustains this: te whenua, the  w o rd  for la n d  a n d  for a fte rb irth , is the  
same. O ne remains densely, clearly, p a r t o f  the other. Yet while hospitalisation a n d  
the secreting a w a y  o f  b o d y  m a tte r in hyg ien ic  p lastic  bow ls from  a  sterile b irth ing  p la c e  
continues to  b e  the  co n te m p o ra ry  N ew  Z ea land  (a n d  there fo re  M aori) norm, this link 
dissolves, the re la tionship fades. N o longe r is te  w henua, a fterb irth , b u rie d  w ithin a n d  
made one with te whenua, its e lem ent, earth. A n d  w e  a re  le ft im poverished - c u t o ff  
from the soil, c u t o ff  from  the b lood , a lie n a te d  from  ourselves a n d  ever m ore  co n v in c e d  
our uncleanness. "60
Another birth practice which indelibly links the child to the land is described in this way:
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■Quickly the o ld  w om an bites the um bilica l c o rd  with he r tee th ; with one  h a n d  she lifts 
the newborn b o y  ou t o f  his earthen  crad le , a n d  with the o the r she buries the p la c e n ta  in 
the depression. This spo t is the p la c e  o f  the  ch ild 's  birth; it will shape  his iden tity  a n d  his 
ritual obligation to  the surround ing la n d  for the  rest o f  his life. "e)
A summary of Aboriginal health in pre-contact times is given in Black Majority, by 
Roberta B. Sykes:
"The Aboriginal p e o p le  o f  this vast la n d  e n joye d  a  high s ta n d a rd  o f  hea lth  a n d  
happiness, no t b e in g  bese t b y  a n y  o f  the  la rge  num be r o f  diseases a n d  p lagues o f  
Europe and  European-co lon ised countries. When the  Europeans a rrived  here, b ring ing  
with them the diseases o f  Europe, A bo rig ina l p e o p le  h a d  n o t d e v e lo p e d  a n y  im m unity  
to these new  diseases a n d  d ie d  in la rge  num bers as waves o f  these diseases sp read  
across the land. Small-pox was the g rea tes t killer, b u t 'flu, measles, m um ps a n d  
chicken pax w ere  also fa ta l for la rge  num bers o f Blacks w ithou t immunity. Europeans, 
with centuries o f  c o n ta c t with these diseases, h a d  d e v e lo p e d  an  immunity, a n d  
therefore the consequences o f  m a n y  o f these diseases w ere  a n d  a re  m ain ly only o f  
minor d iscom fort to  them.
Aboriginal p e o p le  h a d  bu ilt u p  a  com prehens ive  p h a rm a c o lo g y  for the  illness a n d  
accidents which they m e t in their e ve ryda y  lives. These in c lu d e d  rem edies for sore 
throat a n d  h e a d a ch e , potions to  ease ch ildbirth, a n d  m e thods  o f  trea ting  b roken  limbs, 
wounds a n d  infections.
However, they h a d  no  tim e to explore  the e ffic ien cy  o f  natu ra lly  occurring  lo ca l 
medicinal p lants a n d  herbs aga ins t diseases b ro u g h t in b y  whites, o r to  d e v e lo p  ways 
of coping with them. A bo rig ina l poeopie w ere there fo re  m uch  m ore  susceptib le  to  
Europ>ean diseases, a n d  w ere w ithout the  m eans to  d e a l with them. "6?
Both of the above statements, the first describing an essential Maori earth connection 
through both object and ritual that gives identity in a particular way, and the alienation 
of that practice through the application of contemporary medicine, and the following 
Aboriginal process of both a traditional birth that gives identity with land, and the effect 
of European diseases and medicine, gave me an added dimension of understanding 
of our continued disconnection from who we are, our identity. The actual imagery of 
birthing and love in my mind's eye had to become part of the earth, part of the
r
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landscape, in order to mean anything. Having conceived of it in these ways, I now 
had to give "birth" to the process, of bringing new life through art practice.
These descriptions of the birth practices in both the Aboriginal and Maori cases, shared 
a geat similarity, and this was interesting to me because I thought these practices tell us 
about womanhood. The statements also encompass the alienation from body, land, 
and tradition through the use of modern medical practices which do not allow, even 
reject, traditional practices. I was noting these as I was remembering that while I was in 
America, a Native American had explained to me that medicine and healing and 
religion were one and the same to them: they were conceived in the land. Sacred was 
sacred. For me, what was sacred was very much about who you were and how you 
fitted yourself in with humankind and the earth, the landscape that you peopled.
These similarities of birth practices connected to land and their disconnection with 
modern medicine were significant to me in suggesting particular beginnings starting with 
birth, and the holistic nature of each significant life event in relation to the earth, the 
landscape.
My readings, discussions, and comparisons were going on at many levels, and related 
to my development of imagery. What I am interested in discussing here are some 
feminine aspects of the process of alienation from identity and culture, through 
particular female experiences, particularly as some practising indigenous and urban 
artists observe and experienced it, and how the significant events that inform this 
alienation are re-directed towards giving birth to a contemporary and integrated artistic 
identity.
My development of birth imagery then, was multi-layered. It was related to my own 
understanding of gender identity, in this case femaleness. As a result of this 
understanding my intellectual process was also in the process of “birthing." The nature 
of the landscape as I was understanding it, was incorporated into those notions of both 
birthing and nurturing that are referred to often as "mother earth." As well, my 
descriptions of the experiences of contemporary female Aboriginality and some of the 
history and circumstances that led up to those, gave "birth" to my comprehension of 
contemporary Aboriginal identity as a whole.
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TALKING TO SOME MAORI WOMEN ARTISTS.
Differences between indigenous groupings world-wide are clearly evident upon 
observation; similarities are also evident, particularly with regards to questions of 
cultural identity and art practice that concern contemporary Aboriginally. As stated in 
another section, there are clearly many differences between indigenous nations within 
Australia, and worldwide; however the essence of the spirituality is the same - "we came 
from the land - she is our mother." While I was studying the objects and practices that 
acknowledged identification and belonging to particular areas of this earth, I was 
talking regularly with a number of Maori and Islander women on their personal feelings 
about identity, among other things. One of these women was Lily Leita, a young artist 
of Maori/Samoan descent.
Lily Leita talked about specific "feelings" or "intuition" in relation to how she made 
decisions about creating her artwork. She also talked of her lack of belonging in a 
barticular community. Although both Maori and Samoan bloods coursed naturally 
through her heart, and her observation of both cultures was strong, her acceptance 
into either culture was tenuous and started from her own ambivalence about where to 
place herself.63
At another time, Christina, Lena, and Twilla talked of attitudes to mixed blood, i met 
these Maori-Samoan women while I was in Wellington, New Zealand in 1992. The word 
used was "offacase" which translated fairly obviously, as halfcaste.64 Before modern 
times, which these women placed as before the First World War, these "offacase"65 
were the cause of big shame. Although an active part of village life, they were not 
considered legitimate enough to be involved on the same level in those areas of 
cultural practice that might be considered significant or sacred. Traditional tattooing 
was mentioned as one area of this lack of involvement, although if the halfcaste 
children were assertive enough, then they would not be left out of these important 
events, or if their immediate family felt strongly enough and were supportive enough, 
then inclusion followed. However, one had to fight for this right. It was not part of the 
natural flow of life. It was noted that in Samoan ways, it was considered very bad to 
have even vaguely close blood mixed with your own.66 This of course is also true in 
many other societies including Aboriginal communities in Australia.
Megan Tamati Quennel talked of traditional arranged marriages and she speculates 
that the old women practised a form of genetic engineering in choosing the marriage
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partners. She was interested in trying to understand the role the older women had in 
the relationships of her group, as her grandmother had touched on this area in 
discussions with Megan. Megan felt that there may have been a regularity of selection 
within and then without the family. Sometimes the selection had a regularity in terms of 
“brain" then "brawn." Because of the hierarchical nature of Maori tribal society it was 
really important "not to give your blood away." The progeny mix was seen as extremely 
important for the strength and dignity of the whole tribe.67 In looking at these things 
and in trying to understand how blood mixes, Megan was trying to work out identity as 
well as place. There has been discussion in recent years in New Zealand of mixtures of 
blood; of Maori and Samoan, Tongan and Maori, Maori and pakeha.® How does 
one decide identity in these cases?
As in Aboriginal Australia, in Maori New Zealand it was necessary to identify the historical 
and cultural experiences that were unique to Maoridom and that have shaped the way 
the world is experienced to the point where it has become part of both the psyche and 
culture, occupying both an internal, and an external, identifiable world. To find this 
commonality and then to identify it means we all have to enter into these sorts of 
discussions, sometimes interminably. The discussion continues in Aboriginal Australia 
even as I write. I note as well that it continues in both New Zealand and also in the 
Americas with the First Peoples.
I was very interested in various artist's day to day lives. I wanted to know how they 
came upon their imagery and how they placed themselves. I wanted to know if they 
saw their work as personal in the sense that it was a driven need to express, or whether it 
was political. And most of all I wanted to know if their work influenced or effected 
identity, not only for themselves, but for others in their group, as well as for myself, of 
course. The response was that while they were creating their art, there was no theory, 
no conscious political intention. Rather, the very nature of individually following 
creative intuition gave voice to those issues simply because of who they were. In 
following intuition they gained that privileged insight into other faculties which allowed 
the imagery developed to be understood after the act of creation.
"Having a  theory o f  a rt is n o t a t  a ll the  sam e th ing as expe rienc ing  a rt in its essential 
difference from a ll co n ce p ts  a rrived  a t through a  process o f genera lised  aesthetic  
critique. O therw ise a rt w ou ld  lose its m ost d is tinctive  cha rac te r, tha t 'purposiveness 
without p u rpo se ' which sets it a p a rt from the o re tica l understand ing  a n d  which enables  
Kant to tre a t it b y  a n a lo g y  as a  p riv ileg e d  source  o f insight in to  the  o th e r faculties.
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I talked to Diane Prince, a contemporary Maori artist of Nga Puhi and Ngati Whatua 
descent, who is skilled in the traditional Maori weaving and runs workshops on weaving 
tor urban Maori women in Wellington. Her project is part of a Government funded 
push in relation to Maori unemployment which is significantly higher than non-Maori 
unemployment.70
There were women weaving everywhere. Dane Prince and Megan Tamati Quennell 
sat on the floor preparing flax for kete. I was shown how to prepare the flax so I could 
get in and help. It was no great effort. A blunt knife is run along the back and front of 
the flax to release the moisture. However, I did not have to go and pick the flax, nor 
did I have to weave it. I could stop whenever I liked. When what is considered hard 
work seems to be no effort, it is clear one has a choice about when to leave it.
I had read some of Dun Mihaka's book.71 He is Diane's husband. He had a 
materialist outlook, defined by a Marxist-Leninist approach to politics, as opposed to a 
metaphysical outlook. It was interesting for me to read his work because I once held 
dear a Marxist-Leninist analysis of society. Such an analysis now seems irrelevant to an 
indigenous position and is typically male in orientation.
I talked about this to Diane Prince in this way; that Communist Party (Marxist-Lenin) 
politics relied on an economist and class view of society with a "workers you have 
nothing to lose but your chains" mentality to rise up in bloody revolution to free 
themselves of oppression. This is put in a very simple form of course. This was just a 
rambling discussion with me recording and taking notes.
My view was that when you are outside class and any form of applied economy and 
have never had access to the means of production, then it is difficult to apply these 
principles. What I meant was that it seemed to me that both Maori and Aboriginal 
people were not even part of the lowest economic scale because they could not get 
jobs, because of reasons of dispossession, lack of identity, lack of land and culture, and 
differences in colour of skin. I was talking about Maori, and Aboriginal and Native 
American experiences as I had observed them. Clearly, in my experience, specific 
groups of indigenous people had as an identity a romanticised spirituality, related to 
culture and the past. Thus a materialist view was completely irrelevant. I mention this 
because the "left" and communist views came up often in my discussions related to 
both identity and the visual arts. These leftist views sought to reject any suggestions of 
spirituality or philosophical discourses on metaphysics.
127
Diane Prince felt she had a materialist view in terms of politics, but she noticed as well, 
that the Communist Party (Marxist Leninist) domain with Maori men was based in the 
•pub and soccer" culture which very much excludes women. She suspected political 
thoughts, she said, which had such underpinnings.
This was an interesting conversation for me in that I could have been having it with any 
woman of feminist leanings anywhere in the world in relation to the organisational 
structure of left-wing politics. Yet when I looked at Diane's art practice, I felt that I was 
oddressing specifically Maori concerns. Diane learned traditional Maori weaving at a 
fairly young age and was expert in many areas of weaving, including knowledge of 
flax and flax preparation.
Diane Prince talked of weaving as a fairly passive occupation, and not something that 
she enjoys intrinsically. She noted that the weaving programmes enjoy a reasonable 
support, particularly in terms of offering training to unemployed Maori women precisely 
because it is seen as both passive and romantic by pakeha (European people). She 
felt that it was a stereotyping of Maori women. At the same time it was a really good 
start to getting in touch with a fairly "real" Maori identity. It was a way of saying quite 
clearly who you are. She liked painting, and using stainless steel with her weaving. She 
liked those contrasts. Nevertheless, all her imagery incorporates weaving and she sees 
the medium as vital in terms of saying who she is and where she comes from. As well, it 
is a form of community accountability that pleases her.
In Diane Prince's work "Te Hono Ki W a itang i - Tent Embassy, "which was part of the 
"Mana Tiriti - The Art of Protest and Partnership" exhibition at the City Art Gallery, 
Wellington City Council, she combined korari (flax stalks), harekeke (flax), kiekie, 
taaniko, flax paper and sheet aluminium. Diane said in relation to this work:
'If the history o f  a ll p e o p le  is o n e  o f  c o n flic t a n d  d e m a n d , then M a o rid om  is no  
different.
The evolution o f  M ao ri p o lit ic a l d e v e lo p m e n t - a n d  the iden tifica tion  o f  M ao ri as a  
distinct p o litica l g ro u p  - rea lly  b e g a n  fo llow ing  the signing o f  the  Treaty o f  Waitangi. 
However, this p o lit ica l g ro w th  has on ly  taken the form  o f  sp o rad ic  reactions aga inst 
established authority, ra th e r than an  id e o lo g ica l s trugg le  aga ins t "Pakeha  
dom ination. "72
In writing thus far Diane puts her point of view in terms of Maori struggle.
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'And while colonisaiion was inev itab le  (w ith  o r w ithou t a  treaty), so to o  is the M aori 
struggle for self-determ ination. A  b a la n c e  o f  p o w e r curren tly  w e ig h e d  heavily  in favour 
ofPakeha e ffective ly  inhibits the d e v e lo p m e n t o f  'tino ra n g a tira ta n g a ' (w h a te ve r tha t 
neons) and  keeps 'se lf-de te rm ina tion ' to  a  co n tro lle d  a genda .
the outcome o f a ny  M aori n a tio n h o o d  strugg le  c a n n o t possibly b e  d e te rm in e d  b y  the  
current faithful re liance  on Articles One, Two a n d  Three o f  the Treaty b ecause  the Treaty 
was a  19th centu ry d e v ic e  to  fac ilita te  co lon isa tion  b y  'le g a l' means. Furthermore.
New Zealand's cu rren t p re o ccu p a tio n  w ith the  'p ro p e r obse rva tion ' o f the  law  m eans  
that the Treaty is now  b e in g  used as a  d e v ic e  to  find  an  easy w a y  o u t fo r the Pakeha - 
which at the sam e tim e keeps 'M aori interests' o u t o f  the m ainstream  N ew  Zealand  
politics.
Since the co lon ia l g ove rn m e n t was established last century, A o te a ro a  has b ee n  
governed b y  English-styie p o litica l structures whose interests a re  stilt b o u n d  u p  in the  
Crown. It is n o t possible fo r the  p resent g ove rn m e n t to  look a t  the  Treaty o f  W aitang i 
objectively w ithout first le tting  g o  the shackles th a t a lly  us to  the  Q ueen o f  England.
In the latter ha lf o f  the  tw entie th  century, M aori peop le , like Pakeha, have  b ee n  d raw n  
into the 'eng ine ' o f  our m arke t e co n o m y  - mass consumerism - a  system in w hich the  
Maori worker c a n n o t he lp  b u t h ave  a  vested  interest in m a in ta in ing  the  p o w e r b a la n c e  
in our society as it is.
Maori na tionhood  will n o t b e c o m e  a  rea lity  as long  as our ab ility  to  co n tro l our ow n  
future is g o ve rn e d  b y  the d e g re e  o f  in fluence  w e  have  over financ ia l investm ent 
decisions tha t a c tu a lly  de te rm ine  the  soc ia l a n d  e co n o m ic  priorities in this country.
Trying to a ch ieve  M ao ri n a tio n h o o d  b y  w a y  o f  a  dece n tra lised  d e ve lo p m e n t p lan  is n o t 
necessarily the answ er - g iven  the  sub jective  c ircum stances surrounding its incep tion  a n d  
government co n tro lle d  age n da . "73
After referring to her understanding of contemporary Maori political struggle, Diane 
offered the following observation which, in terms of her art practice, was very relevant. 
The meeting of her steel and weaving is the visual representation of this statement:
To m ake a n y  sign ifican t change , the d e b a te  surrounding the Treaty o f  W aitang i needs  
to be  c o n v e rte d  in to  a  m o re  ra d ic a l a n d  fa r-reach ing  p o lit ica l ka u p a p a  th a t goes
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beyond a cco m m o d a tin g  the  m o re  passive e lem ents o f M aoridom . If the  strugg le  for 
Maori self-determ ination does n o t b ro a d e n  its p o litica l base  to  unite  the ra c e  struggle  
with the class struggle within the  country, M aoridom  will rem ain a  m arg ina l re fe ren ce  
group with only a  se co n d a ry  ro le  in N ew  Z ea land  politics. "u
Parallel situations exist in contemporary Aboriginal art, making Diane's body of work 
particularly illuminating. Diane's art work is particularly and directly informed by the 
Maori politics that she lives with as much as by an indigenous culture to which she has 
bound herself, thus incorporating the materialist and metaphysical, when all is said and 
done. Because of her mixed blood background, Diane has had to consciously search 
for those things that give her life meaning and direction. As well, she has had to 
understand the history and politics that led to the point where she is now. Her visual 
creativity was something that existed within herself, it would seem, and that is what she 
chooses to do over say, music, or writing, or dancing.
Diane's work is also inextricably linked to the more revolutionary Maori politics. It is 
necessary to her identity. Her language comes not only from internal truths, but from 
what she has had to work out in terms of identity in the world she now lives in.75 I note 
again Diane's interest in contemporary structural sculpture and her wish to incorporate 
weaving, a woman's area in traditional Maori culture. Thus the base of her art, what 
informs it, its theoretical underpinnings, is traditional Maori culture. The work itself is part 
of a contemporary Maori culture because of her combination of the traditional 
weaving and stainless steel. She gives continuing life to her culture through her art 
practice, or is it that her culture gives continuing life to her art practice?
*
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A COMPARISON WITH SOME ABORIGINAL ARTISTS AND "URBAN
ART.
Diane Prince's work in New Zealand is particularly interesting, compared to Ellen Jose's 
work, "Life in the B a lance " part of the Yiribana exhibition at the Art Gallery of New South 
Wales.76 Ellen Jose is a Torres Strait Islander living in Melbourne. Her work is made up 
of bamboo, shells, sand, and a plastic globe. Ellen says of this work:
'This bam boo construction  b a se d  on the 'N a th ' is used in the Torres Strait, for c a tc h in g  
dugong. The shell w h ich  has m a n y  uses, also m eans 'Long Life. ' So I h a ve  the  shell 
hanging in 'Life in the  B a lan ce ' as p a r t o f  the b a m b o o  structure. The G lobe  represents  
how insignificant hum ans a re  in the universe. A lthough  the earth  seems to  b e  teem ing  
with life, in com parison to  the a g e  a n d  ex ten t o f the  Universe, life on earth  ca n  b e  
equated with the first ce ll division a fte r the  m o m e n t o f  conce p tion . A ll p e o p le  from  all 
cultures a n d  religions a n d  ages have  g ra p p le d  with the  p rob lem  o f existence. Some  
use science, sp a ce  probes a n d  ra d io  te lescopes to  try to  fa thom  their universe a n d  use 
materials they a re  fam iliar with to  c re a te  m ean ing  a n d  m ake  sense o f  life. "77
In Ellen Jose's case, her Torres Strait Island traditional culture constantly refers to the sea 
and the heavens. Yet her description of her work takes in a world view that can only 
be current. Even so, by both medium and context, Ellen Jose makes clear her 
traditional references while her contemporary context ensures her culture is living and 
continuing.
To express themselves, both of these indigenous contemporary women artists' have 
combined a traditional medium, which has a particular history and reference to their 
identity, with contemporary materials. In both instances, whether articulated or 
illustrated visually, politics and spirituality are encompassed in the works. In Ellen Jose's 
work it is visible in the fragility of bamboo and shells alongside her text, while Diane 
Prince uses a meeting of steel and weaving. Both of these works as purely visual 
objects meet very well, in structure, composition, and medium. Most importantly to this 
discussion, the marks refer to those indigenous traditions that connect the artists back to 
earth, in a contemporary way.
Both of these women have identities in terms of who they are, and their work clearly 
states this - Diane Prince as a Maori woman, and Ellen Jose as a Torres Strait Island
r
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^oman - although both women are of mixed blood. Is it then that their art legitimises 
their identity, or that their identity legitimises their art?
The underlying trauma of so many Aboriginal individuals and communities described in 
another section makes the nature of much "urban" Aboriginal art political. As an 
example, the Aboriginal flag, designed by Darwin based Aboriginal artist, Harold 
Thomas, is a recognisable symbol to both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal viewers. The 
flag design was developed out of a specific need to have a unique Aboriginal symbol 
to represent the demands that arose with the establishment of the first Aboriginal Tent 
Embassy outside Parliament House, Canberra, in 1972. We were dispossessed from 
tradition, and as a culture in transition we needed a contemporary symbol to represent 
us. The flag features a black upper and a red lower rectangle, and a yellow circle 
centred between the black and the red and in the middle. The black represents both 
black skin and black history. The red represents both the sacred red ochre and the 
spilled blood of our people. The yellow circle represents the sun, as all Aboriginal 
people are "children of the sun." Both the circumstances and context of the creation of 
this design are very much bedded in modern Aboriginally. The representations 
encompassed in the colours refer to both a tradition, a history and a shared identity.
In contemporary bark paintings from Northern Australian "traditional" cultures, 
consciousness of land is very much present, for example in the clan patterns, or 
"marking" (cross hatching) in these works.78 This work is directed to an Aboriginal 
audience and has fewer references to a European context. An exception is the Yolgnu 
bark painting Land Rights Petition that was presented in Canberra in 1963.79 In that 
year the North East Arnhem Land people used this particular bark painting as a way to 
express to the world the nature of their relationship to their country. Such bark paintings 
were offered as proof of legal title to their country, thus putting this art work into a very 
contemporary and political context.80
"Urban" Aboriginal art, such as that of Richard Bell, Ellen Jose and Fiona Foley, is 
regarded as more political because non-Aboriginal understanding of contemporary 
political symbols is more immediate, particularly in relation to ancestry degree of 
Aboriginality. The work is addressed directly to a white audience, in the same way as 
the dot paintings produced by the dispossessed Aboriginal people in gaols. This 
audience has a reference in terms of familiarity. It is harder for this non-Aboriginal 




Fiona Foley notes that her family had to move away from Hervey Bay in Queensland 
Decause of her parent's marriage.8’ Because it was a mixed marriage, people found it 
very difficult to accept. However, she makes it clear that she is a Badtjala person from 
Fraser Island. That is her mother's country and that is how she identifies. Some of 
Fiona's work addresses those notions of myth through the experiences of Eliza Fraser82 
who was shipwrecked on the Island, and after whom the Island is named. In Foley's 
’Thoorgine C ountry I, II, a n d  IV. "she uses a floating and ghostly head of Eliza Fraser as 
a symbol of what is to come for Badtjala people.83 In this way the artist lets us know the 
"other" story, including her relationship to it. She claims particular knowledge through 
that relationship and the history that has happened since invasion. However, her 
context and some of her medium and subjects refer to land and those traditions of land 
as a Badtjala person. Placing oneself and defining one's identity is a constant theme 
in much "urban" or contemporary Aboriginal art.84 The half-caste and mixed blood 
issue is a constant preoccupation among urban artists, as demonstrated particularly in 
the statement made on 26th January, 1938. (See Attachment 1)
Richard Bell, in his work," Crisis - W hat To Do A b o u t This Half-Caste Thing, "e5 makes 
serious comment on that "thing" which comes up all the time. In this work, Richard 
places three figures, a black one, a white one and a black and white one at the top 
centre of his work. The black, white and black and white theme is echoed on the right 
hand side of this painting in a series of circles. The work directly addresses the historic 
treatment of Aboriginal people of mixed blood. The work is unambiguous in its 
language. There are images of Aboriginal boys in European clothing, an old man in 
chains, crosses and anchors, and a colonial shopping list. The shadowy base of the 
work includes hand prints and recognisable Australian animals and birds.
Trevor Nichols, a contemporary Aboriginal artist from Melbourne, dealt with this not 
belonging one way or another in his series of works, "Dream Time Machine Time.
One of the works from this series, titled "T igh trope  Walking, "87 is particularly apt. Apart 
from the imagery, the title itself says how difficult it is to "be" Aborigine. How do we 
know who we are? How do we fit? For Trevor Nichols, the significant turning point was 
meeting Papunya artist Dinny Nolan. The Papunya artist stayed at Trevor's place while 
he was working on a print for the Canadian Commonwealth Games. Trevor watched 
him work, and says he got his dot style from him.88 Up until this stage Trevor's search 
for roots had been an isolated and abstract experience, but with his meeting with Dinny, 
it became real.
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Jeffrey Samuels, a contemporary Aboriginal artist based in Sydney, had a similar 
experience when he met some people from the Woomera Aboriginal Dance Group 
from Mornington Island. He went to Mornington Island to learn traditional culture from 
the Lardl people. Up to that visit, his work was very much informed by Western 
concepts, and although he was clearly Aboriginal, the idea of Aboriginally was an 
abstraction until he experienced the living culture of these people. After waking with 
the Lardl people, Jeffrey's work incorporated some of the Lardl concepts of origin of 
land and sea, particularly Tooartual, the Rainbow Serpent, and Djewarn, the Dolphin.89
Many other contemporary Aboriginal artists have had similar experiences in that they 
have been educated in European practices with European theories of academic 
identity, myself included among such artists as Tracy Moffat, Fiona Foley, Avril Quaill, 
Bronwyn Bancroft, Brenda Croft, and Judy Watson. It is almost as if you are observing 
yourself from outside yourself. This is how colonisation works. Many artists having little 
or no connection with their own traditions, have visited and formed relationships with 
remote communities including the late, great Lin Onus, as well as such people as 
Fernand Martens. In political terms it is a continuing battle of colonisation and re­
colonisation. When one becomes aware that one's own views have been colonised 
and still house the coloniser through those views gained at school, at work, and at play, 
the questions of construction and deconstruction become more complex, as Derrida 
noted:
"De-construciion analyses a n d  com pares c o n c e p tu a l pairs, which a re  currently  
accepted as se lf-ev ident a n d  natural, as if  they h a d  n o t b ee n  institutionalised a t  som e  
precise m om ent, as if  they  h a d  no  history. Because o f  b e in g  taken for g ra n te d  they  
restrict thinking. "w
Our search for identity, and the resultant "artistic" truth from the resultant discoveries, is 
complicated by the fact that in the end all the information immediately available to us, 
is informed by a sorry history of dispossession and loss that still continues. Dispossession 
of soul with all its tragic consequences is the ultimate result of the colonisation of an 
indigenous people. Our starting point seems to be from those political stances and 
aspirations of equality articulated in that important statement from January 26th,
1938.(See Attachment i). Events have lead on from that. Once we understand and align 
ourselves with those stances and aspirations, then the journey is more personal and 
inward looking. We stand up with our people through shared history and experiences 




While attending a Native American Strategy Conference in Flagstaff, Arizona, in the 
United States of America, the discussion turned towards identity. Bedeau Esau of the 
Shoshone nation explained that the basis of Cherokee relocation is encapsulated in the 
"Trail of Tears," which is the passage through which the Cherokee nation was relocated 
to Okalahoma. Over a third of that nation died on this journey - of hunger, or cold 
and murder. It is a bitter memory in the hearts of the Cherokee nation and as a result of 
being dispossessed from their land, their Mother, where all their sites and rituals were 
held, many became lost and continue to lose identity.
What then is Native identity, it was asked? The Chief of Tens, the Cherokee elders, say 
that anyone with any Cherokee blood, one drop, is a Cherokee. There is a Cherokee
saying:
"So long as the grass grows,
there are sunsets
and water flows,
there will b e  C herokee la n d .,A?1
Because the Cherokee were dispossessed of their land as an act of genocide, they give 
identity to every drop of Cherokee blood. The Cherokee identity lives on while there is 
Cherokee land - and that is for the rest of time. It is a way of winning too. Because 
any practitioner who can claim "one drop" of Cherokee blood, is Cherokee. This 
saying gives identity and title and spirituality to Cherokee people. Religion and 
medicine, which includes both plants and seasonal ceremony, are interchangeable in 
Native Culture. In this way the Cherokee nation both recognises all degrees of caste, 
defines identity and gives identity meaning through spirituality and healing.
At her address at the Dissonance talk at Sydney College of the Arts, Brenda Croft talked 
of the establishment of Boomalli Aboriginal Artists Co-operative and why there was a 
need to establish such a place.92 The identity of "urban" or "caste," if you like, lacked 
definition and acknowledgement in the broader Australian context. Boomalli was 
established in 1987, and gave recognition and definition to this notion in the same way 
that the Cherokee nation did. Boomalli did it through defining "urban" art and identity 
in the same way the Cherokee nation did it through blood, religion and healing.
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Aboriginal art practitioners who lived and worked in an urban setting were constantly 
classified as "not Aboriginal," or "not proper Aboriginal," and their work was regarded 
as ‘ not proper Aboriginal art." She notes that even now, contemporary urban 
Aboriginal art is regarded as a bastardisation of the real thing. Contemporary 
Aborginal practitioners needed to band together, first of all as a reference for each 
other, as none existed in their external world. From such needs the Boomalli Aboriginal 
Artists Co-Operative grew. From that moment they were able to give each other identity 
as well as become a force in the art world they had chosen to enter. Giving identity to 
contemporary urban Aboriginal art practitioners at this time was the primary focus. On 
every level, from education through to museums and art galleries, they had no identity.
At that same meeting,93 Judy Watson, who has researched her identity through a trip 
back to her grandmother's country with her grandmother, mother, uncle and cousin, 
noted that contemporary is the here and now. She said that we are a fa ce  and we 
are a strong one. She felt that urban artists' work will stand on its own anywhere in the 
world. Judy says if it is good work it will stand.
Brenda Croft noted that many Aboriginal photographers ” H ave m o v e d  from  soc ia l 
documentation to  the  persona l a n d  abstract. '"94 However the socio-political 
framework ultimately infams contemporary Aboriginal art just as it does Maori and 
Native American Art. As it observes indigenous people the external world has to be 
analysed and deconstructed, then rebuilt according to history as it has directly effected 
not only that artist as an individual. Family and understanding of community are the 
essential background before identity and thus personal language become one.
How we see ourselves in the world we live in, I am saying, starts with an external 
observation of both consequence and accountability - this truth is slow in coming yet 
imagery becomes more powerful in accountability and effect. Many contemporary 
Aboriginal artists need to assert their identity through both political and spiritual identity 
in their visual works. Their Aboriginality is what makes their work unique not their 
"Aboriginal" imagery, innate and diverse as it is.
My need is also to assert my identity through my experiences of understanding of land 
and my personal and spiritual relationship with particular groups of old women. My 
imagery is not stereotypical^ Aboriginal. It is my experiences as a contemporary 
Aboriginal person and my need to understand that identity that gives my imagery form 
and effect. Thus love, nurturing and motherhood become interlinked with body and
r
136
ondscape creating a metaphor of both personal experiences, cultural landscape, and 
political history that begin to meet and make sense to me.
In contrast to the dispersal and fragmentation of the Cherokee nation, northern 
Australia was only colonised only in the first quarter of the twentieth century. It offers a 
different model. There is a programme currently running at Wollongong University that 
is the result of a personal friendship between Banduk Marika, a Yirrkala women artist 
from Arnhem Land Northern Territory, and Dr Dana Wood Conroy, lecturer in the Faculty 
of Creative Arts, Wollongong University. Part of this relationship has resulted in an artist 
exchange programme between Yirrkala and the University of Wollongong.
The Aboriginal people of Yirrkala, while subject to problems of dispossession, health, 
and social welfare that all Aboriginal people have in the later part of the twentieth 
century, still have a strong practising culture and language which they consciously 
observe in their day to day life, it has been said to me by both the Yolngu people as 
well as other Aboriginal people "without land we are nothing...without culture we are 
nothing." The Yolngu language, culture and imagery are clearly, identifiably Yolngu. 
Yirrkala is a unique settlement developed on the land on which the Yolngu people have 
always existed. It is not my intention to discuss, analyse or explain the exact nature of 
Yolngu culture and language.95 I only use this as an example of how Aboriginal 
identity as I understand it, is informed by identity with the land in one part of Australia.
As a result of this exchange I have met, among other Yolgnu artists, Gaymala 
Yunupingu, a print maker and painter. A great part of her imagery revolves around 
fish, particularly the stingray. Much of her work incorporates the image of this ray 
directly. While she was working on some of her paintings at the University of 
Wollongong, students were able to observe and discuss her work with her. I was 
privileged to be a small part of these discussions. I had further discussions with her 
when she and some of her extended family stayed with me in Sydney.
Most of the discussion was between her and me and some of it was related to my 
enquiries in relation to my own work. In talking about what the ray meant and how it 
worked in the life at Yirrkala, Gaymala said in part, that they not only hunted and ate 
the ray, but they had many old stories and songs, dances and ceremonies about the 
ray. She explained that the ray was in some ways sacred and had to be looked after. 
Incorporating the ray in every facet of life at Yirrkala, the ray was not only 
acknowledged and celebrated but she and the people at Yirrkala were made 
constantly in touch with land, culture and ancestor beings, of which the ray had a
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traditional relationship with particular people. My interest in terms of this discussion was 
how one gave oneself a particular and unique identity and spirituality in day to day life 
as an Aboriginal person. Gaymala's explanation of the ray and how it was 
incorporated into every aspect of one's life gave me an understanding of how 
inadequate the word "Dreaming" is in relation to something that comes not only from a 
past, a tradition, but is in the land, and through that, deep in your mind and body, 
through eating, living, seeing, saying, and doing, such that you are the land.
Gaymala Vunipingu's explanation in her discussions regarding the ray gave me an idea 
of this. The ray permeated every aspect of Yirrkala life from the pragmatic, by satisfying 
basic hunger, through to the ceremonial in terms of the ray's sacredness in relation to 
land and creation. The ray was everywhere and its continued existence and 
observation was carried out in the paintings Gaymala Yunipingu was doing at the 
University of Wollongong. This was then part of Yirrkala identity. If you were a Yolngu 
person connected to the ray, then every time there was ANYTHING to do with a ray, 
whether it was by eating, hunting, observing in the ocean, or by image, you would be 
reminded who you were and where you came from. The many byers of animal, fish, 
bird, flower, leaf, rock and all the other things that were part of the Yirrkala landscape, 
all have their own relationships to the people, the ray being just one. Each creature 
gives rise to complex levels of practical use, story, image, and ceremony so that the 
identity of a Yolngu person is clearly set in place.
Thus a Yolngu person could wander far from home and never lose sight of his or her 
identity. As Aunty Millie Boyd of Mulli Mulli Mission had sab to me some years 
previously: "it was made in the water...it is strong in the land." Gaymala Yunipingu also 
made the point to me that all these interconnections had to be held together. She 
explained that it was important to hunt the ray, to eat the ray, to tell the stories of the 
ray, to paint the ray, to sing the songs and to do the ceremonies. She said this was 
how things were held together tightly.
The conundrum for an Aboriginal person who does not have these notions of identity 
surrounding every part of his or her being, whose land and language were dispersed in 
the nineteenth century is this: how does one understand the nature of Aboriginal identity 
as it applies to him or her - how do we observe ourselves and give credibility to our 
daily life and understand those things that are unique to Aboriginality?
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Volngu art is strong because of its integration into the beliefs of the society. I must 
agree with Elaine Kim when she insists th a t" w ithout the reconc ilia tion  o f the  self to  
community, w e c a n n o t inven t ourselves.
Art speaks for itself, supposedly, only when the artist is able to speak for herself or 
himself. The support of a "sensed" community is not easy to come by, because of the 
reverberating effects of the Protection Act and the consequences of the resultant 
alienation and dispossession.
Many Aboriginal artists, including myself, are not happy with writing, painting, drawing, 
singing, living a past separated from present. The past explains our current life and 
gives us hope for the future. The past is where we look fa  true Aboriginality because 
that is where it resides. In looking at the past, it is easy to construct a romantic version 
of Aboriginality because, compared to our lives since Terra Nullius and Protection, the 
past seems indeed idyllic. The past is still with us however; both the distant and recent 
past. It resides in the present. In understanding this we can get an inkling of an 
understanding of the holistic nature of Aboriginality. That our understanding 
incorpaates the past, present and the future (which could as easily be seen as birth life 
death) gives us our first understanding of the concept of "dreaming," which, as I 
explain on the previous page, seems a hopelessly inadequate word for such a 
concept.
My own understanding of identity became intertwined with my battle with major illness 
and fa  a while, dealing with my own death which I understood, at the time, to be 
inevitable. The existential questions which are so difficult to deal with in terms of 
Abaiginality became represented in an interlinking with the birth of my identity 
combined with my life as I lived it, and my inevitable death. These are the factors which 
are most obvious and immediate to human beings: birth, life, and death, whether we 
be human, plant, animal, or cosmos, are what we share on this planet. For me this 
concept, holistic as I saw it, became a representative circle of the underpinnings of not 
only the ideas of Aboriginal identity that I was developing, but of my visual 
representation of this process. The work itself was process driven in the same way that 
my enquiries into each aspect of Aboriginality was process driven, one to another.
In this way, my images of women come from those women I know and love. They are 
familiar and caring as well as punitive and authoritative. These portrait images 
become representative of "mother earth" and the ideas of spirituality that go with that 
notion. Landscape that is familiar becomes part of an abstract notion of "earth" in
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order to explain a functional, environmental and holistic relationship, first of all to my 
own relationship to the land I stand on, and following from that, the understanding of a 
notion of claiming identity as part of those day to day experiences of living on this 
danet. The difficulty was in making my work physical, practical and familiar while 
imbuing it with the profound understandings of spirituality that are a life force in 
themselves.
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CONCEPTION(birth) ... ABOUT A NIGHT.
Here is a story of an event that happened to me. I had to 
go up to my mother's country to attend a conference 
there. It was an interesting conference, particularly on the 
final night when the singer Jimmy Little and his wife. Marge 
gave us a concert. They were doing gigs in the town and 
dropped by to say "gooday."
They sang until the early hours of the morning. Sometimes 
we sang along all together, and sometimes Jimmy sang 
alone. He wove tales of his family and his life with the 
things that a Yorta Yorta man, (which he is) knows, 
throughout that night. He gave us so much with his 
songs.
We were in the black soil plains country and it was winter. 
When we staggered out into the pre-dawn on our way to 
bed after this concert, the sky was like midnight velvet and 
the stars were silver and gold, high, high up in the sky. The 
moon was almost full. The night was silent and still. 
Everything was frozen because it was sharp and cold.
Time itself seemed frozen.
The next night I went with some people a bit out into the 
bush. Near where we camped was an old broken down 
building, maybe an old church or something. We weren't 
a big crowd and we had three old men and two old 
ladies with us as well as some young ones and the dogs.
One of the old men pulled out a concertina and in the 
light of the campfire, we did the Pride of Erin and some 
other old dances the old people knew.
We were stuck there the night because the van was 
broken down. We weren't too worried. We curled up 
around the campfire, cuddling into each other and the 
dogs for warmth. We were nice and cosy.
At maybe about 2 a.m. - 1 don't know - something made 
me wake up. One of the old ladies was awake as well, 
and caught my eye as I went to get up. She pursed her 
lips and put her finger on them, "Sshhl," and indicated for 
me to lie down.
I looked over my shoulder to where she was looking and 
saw the three old men covered in ashes, maybe five 
hundred metres from us, shuffling in a strange dance. I 
was amazed at the look of them and looked back at the 
old lady. "Don't disturb the ancestors now," she said. I 
asked her what ancestors, because those men looked like 
they were still alive to me. "They are dancing with our 
ancestors," she said. I
I thought she'd lost her marbles. I looked back at the old 













still. The sky was midnight blue, and went on forever. The 
stars and the moon, all golden, shimmered on the trees 
and the rocks in that country, and on the bodies of those 
old men as they danced, and on the ancestors, golden 
and shadowy in the moonlight. I saw it.
Afterwards, I tried to draw and paint that sight. Eventually 
I chose the goldleaf to represent the magic that I 
experienced. The goldleaf had the right shimmer and 
could be made "fleshly" looking by pushing and wrinkling 
it; like the land and the skin of the old men and their 
ancestors, and the moon in that sky that went on forever 
on those nights I talk about in the black soil plains. I
I liked, as well, the European religious connotations of the 
goldleaf - the representational sacredness of it. That 
moment that I tell you about, on that night, was sacred and 
connecting. It was warm and comforting by that fire and 
what I saw stays in my mind. These sacred moments 
changed forever my relationship to the land and gave birth 
to a completely other view that connected me personally to 
a living entirety, peopled in a real way with the ghosts of 
ancestors, living side by side with me, watching and waiting.
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O ne th ing b eco m e s  ano the r
in the m o th e r ... in the m o th e r ... in the  m o th e r ...
Tita1 Gertie Williams made us a cup of tea. I went down 
the road to Aunty Millie Boyd's place and gave her a lift 
back. She wanted to say "gooday" to Ruby who she 
really had not seen since Ruby was a little girl. Screams 
and hugs amongst all the old girls. Uncle, who was so 
old and sick in the next room, protested. "Take 
photographs of us daughter," they told me. For ones so 
old, it was hard to keep them still.
Tita Gert remembered all the years she was down in 
Sydney. She missed her country so bad and the only way 
she could stay in touch with it was through kin down at the 
Big E.2 Not that she liked drinking really. One just followed 
the other and then another and then she was 'judung',3 
Here at Mulli Mulli Mission was home.4 She knew who she 
was and where she came from. She could care for the 
land and for her people. She was getting a bit too old 
for the little ones but they made her laugh. Seeing the 
sickness and the poverty here at the Mission made her sad 
but being away from her country made her die inside.
Aunty Millie who is so very much older than Tita Gert, 
nodded her head. She's a clever woman and knows 
everything about that country. She's the keeper of Mt. 
Lindsay, Mt. Julbunung in her peoples lingo. I was 
photographing and taping like a mad thing. Real city 
girl. "Listen to me girl," she said. "We are the light end of 
the feather... the Aboriginal people. You see, they take 
the land, but they cannot take our buthera (spirit). It was 
made in the water. It was made up in the mountains. It's 
strong in the land. They cannot take that away. "5
Aunty Millie is a Githabel6 woman and knows everything. 
She has magic and can heal, but her powers are being 
drained by watching her grandkids starve, and get sick, or 
go to gaol. Mulli Mulli is a long way out of town and 
everyone is on the Welfare. Who would give a job to a 
Mission black?
O ne th ing b eco m e s  ano the r
... in the  m o th e r ... in the  m o th e r ... in the  m o th e r ...
Elle who is a Dinet woman, a sub-clan of the Hopi people, 
was speeding along a road in the desert of Arizona in Big 
Mountain country, her country. She had to pick up her 
mother because they had some ceremonies to do. She 
talked of problems with her brother's woman, who had 
murdered the brother in a drunken rage. Elle wanted her 
brothers children with her where they belonged. That way 
they would not lose their land and identity. The woman
was going to go to gaol for this murder, but meanwhile 
they all had to pull together as mothers to feed the 
children. Elle's mother lived on traditional lands at the 
reservation. The mother only spoke the native tongue.
She wove traditional things and practised the ceremonies 
with Elle, on Mother Earth where they came from. 
Dispossession and genocide were immediate but the 
culture was holding together.
O ne th ing b eco m e s  ano the r
... in the  m o th e r ... in the  m o th e r ... in the  m o th e r ...
On Friday morning well before dawn, we stood outside the 
gates of the Marae7 in the freezing cold. Waiting. 
Surrounded by Maori people dressed in black - formal. 
Subdued. It is cold, and dark, and subdued. We hear 
the voice of an old woman lifted in song, as though from 
a great distance. Just as she lifts her voice, the dawn 
breaks. The dawn maiden has come and the old woman 
greets her. There are hundreds of Maori people packed 
at the entrance gates, moving slowly into the grounds of 
the Marae. When we are in the grounds of the Marae, we 
hear the men singing. It is hard to keep up with events 
and I don't want to push forward for fear of shaming 
myself.
After a couple of hours, we are inside the Marae and 
sitting down next to Pat Grace and her family. Pat has 
held some seats for us, and whispers explanations of what 
is going on as the ceremony proceeds.
We have travelled all over the place the two days 
previous to this Marae opening and everywhere people 
had been saying, "are you going to the new Marae 
opening?" It was important to go. It was important to be 
with one's own people.
When we had been at Pat's place a couple of days ago, 
she had told us about this Marae opening and had asked 
us along. Pat lives on her traditional lands with her 
husband. Her many children and grandchildren float in 
and out. Pat had shown us the workroom and workshop 
connected with the whare8 that her community were 
building on this land. On the wall of the workroom was 
written:
Hutio te  n ito  a  te  pu  harakeke  
Kei w h e o  te  kom ako  e  ko?
Ki m a i ki au
He a h a  te  m e o  nui o  te  o a  
M aku e  ki
He ta n g a ta ! He ta n g a ta ! He ta n g a ta !
When the  h e a rt o f  the  flax is p lu c k e d  ou t 
W here then will the be llb ird  a lig h t a n d  sing?
Should you ask me,
W hat is the  g rea tes t th ing in the world?
I w ou ld  rep ly
People ! P eop le ! People!
At this Marae opening there were many old people up the 
front and everybody faced them. Some of these old 
people had cloaks of kiwi9 feathers that were hundreds of 
years old. All the cloaks were woven, and had passed 
through many generations.
A man would stand up and sing, and either a group of 
women, or one woman, would immediately follow him, 
singing. Some would move their hands in the traditional 
way. Others would stand straight, lift the chin, and sing 
unadorned. If the women did not sing after the man, the 
man was shamed; he was made a public fool by the 
women.10 As each person sang, it was very quiet, although 
there was a lot of movement and much intervening 
chatter as people caught up with each other and the 
children played.
Here at the opening of this new Marae, squashed among 
so many people, listening to Pat's whispered explanations, 
I thought on the difference in this Marae and the one on 
Pat's traditional lands. The setting and sizes were 
incomparable, but the last line of Whakatauki seemed to 
fit both.11
He ta n g a ta ! He ta n g a ta ! He ta n g a ta !
The p e o p le ! The p e o p le ! The p e o p le !
This was home.
O ne th ing b eco m e s  another...
... in the m o th e r ... in the  m o th e r ... in the  m o th e r ...
Betty Tso of the Navajo people spoke of the Big Mountain 
Legal Office where she works, and the problems of the 
Hopi and Navajo people in terms of their re-location.12 She 
talked of the destruction of sacred sites. She spoke as well 
of the Relocation Law of 1970 by Congress which said 
that her people had to sell their livestock.13 They had to 
move from their traditional lands. On January 26th 1988, 
Big Mountain Legal Office on behalf of the Hopi Navajo 
and Dinet people filed a lawsuit dealing with the Land 
Rights and Occupancy. "Occupancy creates day to day 
ties and continues traditions," she says. Part of the whole 
issue of identity and perception as a traditional person is 
tied to this. To move people from traditional lands is 
genocide. Betty talked on sacred sites and the effect their 
existence has on the right to practice religion. She said, 
"By the destruction of sacred sites and the forced 
relocation of the Hopi and Navajo, Native Americans are 
losing the right of the First Amendment."14
One thing becomes another...
... in the mother... in the mother... in the mother...
We sat on the porch of Aunty Eilleen Morgan's house at 
Box Ridge Mission.15 Aunty was asked to give Ruby her 
tribal name. She was thinking on it. She is the keeper of 
the Bundjalung National Park lands and has only ever 
been to the city once. She told us that story when she 
came for an official event and there was old Granny Mary 
and Granny Emma. They were all old ladies and they 
were walking across this highly polished floor, holding onto 
each other because they feared they would slip and fall 
over. The floor was so polished that it shone and hurt their 
eyes and they almost felt that they were floating. Their 
eyes, even then, weren't that good. Way ahead, a white 
man materialised in a formal black suit. "Jesus Christ," 
said Granny Mary, "There's God, and he's a white man." 
He seemed to be floating on a silver cloud, that floor was 
so shiney. They all "cracked up"16 laughing when they 
realised he was only the waiter. Aunty laughed again at 
that story and we laughed with her. "Here girl," she said 
to me, "See that tree over there. I was born under that tree 
over there. That is my born place. That is my belonging 
place." She pointed to the tree, about 100 yards from her 
porch.
All the old houses on the Mission leak, and the old people 
get so cold and sick in the winter. Aunty needs glasses 
but hasn't the means to go to the town to get them. 
Besides, she cannot afford them because food for the 
children is more important. She only pays minimum for 
glasses; she's on the pension, but every loaf of bread or 
two litres of milk counts. The children are more important.
O ne thing b eco m e s  a n o th e r ...
... in the  m o th e r ... in the  m o th e r ... in the  m o th e r ...
Bedeau Esau of the Chippewa nation tells me that religion 
and medicine are interchangeable in the Native American 
culture.17 Only recently have Native Americans been able 
to have sweat lodges, smoke the pipe, and have the 
sweet grass and sage. These new found rights are being 
constantly undermined in petty and major ways. These 
rituals are all essential in terms of spiritual connections to 
land. Through such basic needs and rights comes dignity, 
identity, and the ability to self determine.
Bedeau talked on his opposition to such things as carbon 
dating of Native American dead. The carbon dating 
process requires damaging the body to get an effective 
dating, and this is a terrible crime against that body. He 
feels the practice of such things as carbon dating is a 
continuation of the attitude that Native American traditions 
and culture are present as "in the past." Native Americans 
must be looked at in terms of how they exist now, he feels. 
Culture and identity are inextricably tied to family and 
land. When a Native American is cut off from their people 
and land there is enormous pain and grief.
One thing becomes another...
... in the mother... in the mother... in the mother...
Sitting around the dinner table with the sounds of women's 
laughter, the flash of eyes and teeth, the roundness of 
cheeks against the light - many women's laughter all 
around. Kere greeted us in the tongue of tangata 
whenua,18 her tongue.
We laughed and drank white wine - sauterne - satan, Ruby 
called it. What trouble too much satan has led us all into! 
Christina and Lena talked of Samoan ways with tattoos 
from thigh top to knee, for women, and from chest to 
knee, for men. I admire the tattoo around Christina's wrist 
and she explained that it was a family obligation that 
followed the tattooing of a female relative in her village.
Christina should have had it done at the same time, but 
on coming home to Samoa for a short time from New 
Zealand, she and an older female relative were advised to 
go to a local tattooist. They were told to do this by the 
traditional tattooist. Traditionally the skin is engraved, not 
tattooed in the Western way. Christina explained that it 
was pretty sloppy of this traditional tattooist to tell them to 
go to the commercial tattooist. It showed a bad attitude, 
but the taulima19 had to be done.
She and her relative went to this commercial tattooist and 
they wondered why they were there. The place was really 
sleazy and full of drunken non-Samoan sailors. Her older 
female relative should have gone first, but pushed 
Christina ahead. The taulima that Christina had done is a 
skin tattoo about fish, which is about her country, her 
village, and it hurt very much as it was done. Her relative 
then insisted on a design of her own making which the 
tattooist did very crookedly. Was this a punishment for 
not following tradition?
They then went to some other women's places to say,
"look we have taulima" and these older women caught 
their breath to stop the tears, it would seem. Somehow 
the love and pride at Christina's taulima was so profound 
that it moved these tough women that much. Christina 
and her relative then went to a place where the men were 
playing billiards. They showed off their tattoos to the men 
to show how brave they were. The men touched the new 
tattoos and said, "does it hurt," knowing that it did hurt, 
and that touching it made it hurt more. Christina says it 
was a mistake to go to that place where the men were.
Two boys, about seven years old, had been circumcised 
at the same time that the two women had been tattooed. 
This is the tradition. They were very traumatised. The two 
women walked around the market place of that village 
holding their tattooed and painful wrists up and out of 
harms way, while the two little boys accompanied them, 
knees bowed and holding their shirts away from their 
tender parts. Sharing that time made Christina and her 
relative and these two boys feel like brothers and sisters 
forever.
O ne th ing b eco m e s  another...
... in the  m o th e r ... in the  m o th e r ... in the  m o th e r ...
We c o m e  from  the la n d ...
She is ou r m o th e r ...
My imagery has come from these things I have told you. 
They are stories, and every second of my day and night is 
taken up with them. They are about my life and the lives 
of the women and men and children, but mainly the 
women, that I have been with over the last few years.
These stories illustrate the importance of love and family, of 
mother and nurturing, of place, of belonging, of Mother 
Earth - for identity and spirituality for Maori people, Hopi, 
Dinet, and Navajo, and my people, the Aboriginal 
people. To non-indigenous people it has become 
important to understand our differences so as not to make 
us an amorphous and anonymous mass. We call each 
other sister among ourselves and talk about our 
commonalities. I tape, I photograph, and I draw. Lots of 
time I forget to do this because I am involved in what is 
happening; I am not distant, an observer of the process. 
Out of it all I have developed strong female body images 
related to all those old girls who have given me so much 
of their time, wisdom and love. They have strong bodies 
that have given birth to many children, and have loved 
well, fought bitterly, worked hard, too hard, laughed 
easily; and survived.
They are like Mother Earth and that is where they look to 
understand what it is to be female. Their bodies are 
cyclical and seasonal as is Mother Earth. They give birth 
and nurture as does Mother Earth. They punish severely, 
as does Mother Earth, and if they don't get the love and 
respect they deserve, they die, just like Mother Earth.
Encompassed in the whole aspect of indigenous spirituality 
are the issues of racism, dispossession and genocide.20 
Indigenous spirituality seems to me to be about those 
things that are good and noble in humanity - this 
spirituality has given indigenous peoples the will and 
strength to survive in a shockingly unjust and hostile 
environment. I would hope that my work does not deny 
this by romanticising those other areas I mention. These 
issues seemed to be denied in worldwide issues of 
Aboriginality. A romantic view is maintained, it would 
seem, because that is perhaps less confronting, and more 
easily controlled - a perpetual stereotype.
My materials are generally gold leaf, shellac, and acrylic 
paint on rag paper or canvas. Because gold leaf and 
shellac are so unstable, I use a water based polyurethane 
sealer to make my work archival. Often I will set up an 
oxidisation process with the gold leaf which stops with the 
polyurethane seal. I feel that the combination of these 
materials gives my work the religious quality, a stillness and 
timelessness, that I'm looking for. I give these flat bits of 
paper colour and life.
My sandpaintings are done with coloured sands, dirt, 
marblechip and river stones, and are an integral part of 
my paintings. Like the stories I have told, that tell of a 
whole life, I want my paintings to be fragments of a whole 
story, and the sandpainting the ceremonial and sacred 
centre. Nothing exists on its own. My sandpaintings are 
about that sacred centre, the heart, the Earth from which 
we all come and to which we all return. The giver and 
taker of life.
My soundscapes encompass traditional instrumentation, 
my own voice, breath, and heart rhythms and blood flow. 
The sounds represent life.
Thus I hope my work to be all encompassing of sight, 
touch and sound - a holistic experience, a life that is lived.
I
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ABORIGINALITY a n d  l a n d .
In the another section I addressed those issues that have given birth to a concept of 
contemporary Aboriginal identity that has developed as a result of the Protection Act, 
among other events. I explained that the experiences of alienation and dispossession 
are not unique to Aboriginality in Australia. In this section I will explore, along with other 
notions, the one issue that makes the experience unique to Aboriginality: that is the 
concept of land and home. Transition is a change or passage from one state to 
another, the period of time during which something changes from one stage to another. 
Life is a passage between birth and death. "Without land," it is said, "we are nothing." 
Without land we are neither dead nor alive. Land is life. Land means life on so many 
levels.
In another section I described a living death. Now I make a transition from one state to 
another. I start without a relationship to land that I can understand. A relationship to 
land has many origins, as contemporary Aboriginality has many origins with some uniting 
features.
John Collins, in writing of Oodgeroo Noonuccal quotes her words:21
"The w h ite  p e o p le  used to  say to  D ad, 'That g irl walks this la n d  as though she thinks it's 
hers! D a d  w o u ld  n o t say anyth ing. H e 'd  just wa lk h om e  a n d  tell m e, 'Mrs. So a n d  So 
said you w a lk the la n d  as though  it's  yours.' 'It's m ine, isn 't it? ' I w ou ld  say, a n d  h e 'd  
say, 'Yes girl. Don 7 you e ve r fo rg e t it. '
Aboriginality is ultimately defined by land. When we follow those strands of blood back 
through dispossession, through Protection, right back to the start of Invasion, we find the 
drops of blood buried very deeply in a particular area, a particular piece of land. As I 
have already noted, many times I have heard the statement, ''w itho u t the  la n d  w e are  
nothing, "and even more frequently, "w e  co m e  from  the land, she is our m o th e r." I have 
heard this last statement said by Maori people, by Aboriginal people and by native 
American people when describing their indigenousness. It is a commonality in terms of 
acknowledging the specifics of indigenousness. The structures, rituals, ceremonies, and 
practices that we have come to understand are representative of Aboriginality, address 
those notions of a relationship to land, or a dispossession from that relationship, as an 
essential relationship that has been "taken."
r
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f  Aboriginal people had been "taken" from, or forced to flee, in any other way, then in 
areal sense, those experiences of dispossession and alienation would be truly shared 
between all Australians whether Aboriginal, migrant, settler, or refugee. However the 
relationship to land, or the tack of it, is the essential and defining difference between 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal in this country.
Noel Pearson, director of the Cape York Land Council, who comes from Hope Vale, a 
remote community near Cooktown, writes:
To com pare A bo rig ina l rights to  the rights o f  others n o t d iscrim ina ted  aga inst in the  past 
200 years is no t app rop ria te . So m u ch  has b e e n  lost th a t A bo rig ina l p e o p le  a re  en titled  
to expect specia l p ro te c tio n  for w h a t remains. There needs to  b e  positive  
acknowledgement o f d iffe ren t trea tm en t o f  A borig ina l title which re flects the fa c t tha t 
Aboriginal culture is inseparab le  from  the  la n d  to  w h ich A bo rig ina l title a ttaches. The 
loss or im pairm ent o f  th a t title  is n o t sim ply loss o f  re a l estate, it is the loss o f  culture. "23
In exploring a number of different areas related to this notion of land, I looked once 
again to, among other factors, my experiences with Ruby Langford Ginibi.
While I was travelling with Ruby, I was taking photographs, with the permission of the 
people I was visiting, as I explain in the another section of this work. These photographs 
became an exhibition titled "Journey Into Bundjalung Country" which is currently stored 
at Lismore Regional Gallery. I attempted to tell a story with my photographs, rather 
than trying to develop a single artistic image. Thus the photographs were framed, 
sometimes up to six per frame, illustrating a conversation, or a visit, or a series of events.24
As well, I was recording every conversation that Ruby and I were involved in. These 
recordings (now stored at the State Library of New South Wales, Macquarie Street,
Sydney as part of Ruby Langford Ginibi archives) were for Ruby Langford Ginibi's 
research for her book, Mv Bundjalung People published later by Queensland University 
Press, but they became an important primary research reference for me in terms of 
developing my imagery.
Ruby Langford Ginibi invited me to write the forward to her book :
"My fii ind ia tuna  P eople  is an  historical, po litica l, social, a n d  spiritual v iew  o f  the  
Bundjalung p e o p le  o f  the  north  co a s t o f N ew  South Wales, as to ld  b y  one  o f  their own.
?iy Lang fa d  G inibi tells us th a t there  a re  three types o f  Koori p e o p le  in Australia. They 
ye. she says, the trad itiona l triba l peo p le , the  mission b re d  ones, as she is, a n d  the  
yban Koai. She emphasises how ever, th a t w e  a re  "a ll o ne  m o b . " The cu ltu re  Ruby 
writes of is a  living cu ltu re  ro o te d  in the  very c rea tion  o f  the  la n d  mass w e  ca ll Australia, 
jndstretching its fingers from  the  b eg inn ing  o f  tim e to live a n d  b re a th e  today.
Qubysays 'They have  classed us as m u lticu ltu ra l b eca u se  o f  our deg rees o f  caste, b u t  
we are not multicultural. We d id  no t ask for the  degrees o f cas te  th a t they, the colonists, 
have endowed us with. We neve r m ig ra te d  here. We have  always b e e n  here . '
Always is a  solid word. It is s tab le  a n d  im m utab le , as this jou rne y  in to  Bundja lung  
country is. encom passing as it does the history, cu ltu re  a n d  an  a b id in g  spirituality. The 
oeople, the roads, the houses, the  conversations a n d  the thousands o f  m inu te  d e ta il a re  
solid and im m utab le  as tha t word.
I was Ruby's driver, com pan ion , sound  record ist, p h o tog ra p he r, a n d  g e n e ra l d o g sb o d y  
on the many trips w e took  b a c k  to  he r 'hom e ', to  Bundja lung country. We trave lled  
over 20,000 kilometres in the first h a lf o f  1990 a lone , a n d  con tinue  those journeys righ t 
through to the present day.
Aboriginal Australia consists o f  m a n y  nations, Bundja lung b e in g  b u t one. Some o f  these  
nations no longer exist. As well, m a n y  languages h a ve  d ie d  as a  d ire c t result o f  the  
dispossession o f the ind igenous p e o p le  o f  this coun try  from  their trad itiona l lands, their 
'mother'- a n d  w ho o f  us does w ell w ithou t b e in g  the ch ild  to  the m other?  Ruby's 
writings reach b a c k  in to  the  past, b e fo re  this dispossession took  p la ce . We hea r  
through her m any  conversations with A un ty  Millie Boyd a n d  tita  G ertie  Williams a t  Mulli
Mulli Mission that; 'W e a re  the ligh t e n d  o f  the  fe a th e r .... The A bo rig ina l peop le . You
see, they take the la n d  b u t they  c a n n o t take  our bu therah  (Spirit). It was m a d e  in the  
water. It was m a d e  up  in the  mountains. It's strong in the land. They c a n n o t take  it. '
Ruby talks a b o u t he r g irlhood  a n d  early  a d u lt years a t  the  Big E (Empress) in Redfern with 
tita Gert. We h e a r o f the  establishm ent o f  M ain C a m p  Qokingly re fe rred  to as M ien  
Kampf) where the early  Bundja lung p e o p le  first w o rked  fo r w h ite  peop le , through  
conversations a ro un d  k itchen  tab les a n d  on b a c k  d o o r steps a n d  p ro p p e d  up  on  
benches a n d  bus stops in re m o te  coun try  towns. We h e a r a b o u t the m a n y  train 
journeys to a n d  from  C en tra l S tation in Sydney th a t Bundja lung p e o p le  took. So m a n y  
journeys to a n d  from  th a t station. Is it a n y  w o n de r th a t Redfern, so h a n d y  to  C en tra l
r
potior, became such a strong Aboriginal community? This history would not be told if 
ypy was not one of their own. Ruby has faithfully documented these oral histories 
xng with our own particular mystical experiences on visiting various sites.
jndialuna People is not an academic work. It is not a remote observation o f a 
ceople. This is an Aboriginal history as experienced by many, many Aboriginal people.
H has been begging to be told for so very long. It has heart and soul, and tears of 
Pood because is has been lived and tested by time itself. It is holistic in the same way 
hat Aboriginal culture is holistic. One part cannot be separated from another. It tells 
*hat it is to be an indigenous person, what that means. Aboriginal history involves fact, 
spirituality, and culture.
his book incorporates a number o f journeys, not the least being the journeys that Ruby 
and / took back to her country. As well, there are journeys through time and space, 
people's hearts and homes. It is a journey on so many roads, through so many years 
and with so many people that it is truly all encompassing. It is a journey by Bundjalung 
people taken unwillingly from their traditional lands down to Sydney, and back out west, 
up north and further south. It's a journey o f the mind and spirit of those who lived and 
survived at Mulli Mulli. Box Ridge, Baryulgil. Tabulam and Cabbage Tree Island. It ’s a 
journey of those people and places long gone who are still needing their stories told. 
he dead do keep crying for justice. It's a  journey through tribal to Mission to urban.
Bundialung People leads the reader through the many journeys of the Bundjalung 
people and explains the tracks and roads and rivers o f history and time that make 
Ruby's people 'all one mob'. Oh, yes, there were tears in the telling, and you will weep 
too. Lots of laughter too, o f course. Essentially, however, this is the only documented 
history of the Bundjalung people that is made up of their views, their feelings, their facts. 
So it is true. It is a story of profound cruelty and injustice that begs for wrongs to be 
righted. It is also a story of hope and laughter and jokes, survival and love.
Ruby, I know, has had the experience o f being questioned in relation to Aboriginal 
oeople writing in the European mould, as the Koori cultural tradition is oral. As you will 
note. Ruby has very much made the English language her own. Koori English is an 
existing language that you will meet repeatedly in these pages. We are all adaptors 
and survivors who must tell our histories in our own way. To be questioned in relation to 
dnguagestructure, or cultural 'correctness' seems to me to continually illegitimise the 




^R u n d ia lu n a  P eople  is a b o u t hum an lives, it a ll rea lly  h a p p en e d . It c a n  only b e  to ld  
Dy a Bundjalung person as Ruby is. Bundja lung p e o p le  h ave  a lw ays b e e n  here  you
see."25
Although this text explains a relationship to land and what that means, you may wonder 
what the relevance of this introduction is in terms of my own development of imagery. I 
am first of all introducing the reader to Ruby's world, the world of Bundjalung26 (land) 
and how she takes it with her wherever she goes, through stories, myth, and the shared 
experiences of the Bundjalung people, who have a life of their own, which can only be 
told by them. This land (Bundjalung) is a living land that could so easily be a dead 
land because of the experience of these Aboriginal people. It is living because they 
keep referring to it, talking about the myths, using the old names for places and events, 
and so on. Their claims to land are directly related to their experiences both in the past, 
and into the present. By constantly referencing these experiences and putting the new 
experiences on top of the old ones, they were inserting their own lives into the history of 
the land.
This introduction serves me well in terms of my own development of imagery. In writing it 
I came to understand the nature of a continuing tradition to land through an oral 
tradition. Without the words and experiences that were told to me, and my own minds' 
eye picture of the women as they were talking, I would not have the understanding that 
it is people, through mothers and daughters, and fathers and sons, passing their stories 
on, one to another, that give history and tradition, I emphasise again, my 
understanding of how important it is to tell one's own story, as these women did. As 
they were telling their stories, that telling became part of my story.
For me, as a dispossessed person, I was watching with interest this way of giving "life" to 
a notion of belonging to land, by encompassing all those personal and social realities 
into day to day events in such a way that they could not be denied. With Ruby 
Langford Ginibi and the Bundjalung women I talk about I had become part of the 
chain. I
I will relate here how I understand two contemporary Aboriginal artists. Fiona Foley and 
Judy Watson, in different ways, are informed by their mother's and grandmother's 
experiences which led them to their relationship to land. I was being informed in the 
same way by a mother/daughter relationship, with these Bundjalung women, that was
162
no less strong and nurturing and that was also leading me back to an understanding 
and a language of land.
I was interested in the development of Fiona Foley's work over a period of time. My 
interest was related to how she could resolve both the political and spiritual conflicts 
visually of a contemporary Aboriginal artist living in post-feminist times. Fiona attended 
Hornsby High School, and her art education began at East Sydney Technical College, 
and continued through various tertiary institutes over a period of time. This art 
education was, of course, being shared by quite a number of Aboriginal people across 
Australia. Even with the consideration of Aboriginally in the curriculum, the focus was 
ethnocentric - Fine Art was defined as was the dominant aesthetic. As Tony Fry and 
Anne-Marie Willis say:
"The so -ca lled  cu ltu ra l relativism o f  the  First-World a rt w orld  tha t encou rages d iffe re n ce  is 
in reality a  type  o f  ethnocentrism , for while the va lue system o f  the o th e r is 
a ckno w le d ge d  as d iffe re n t it is n eve r a llo w e d  to  function  in a  w a y  th a t w o u ld  cha llen g e
the d o m ina n t cu ltu re 's  va lu e s ....d iffe re n ce  is cons tru c te d  a lm ost exclusively on a  b ina ry
m odel a n d  is the re fo re  b o u n d  up  with the West's in terna l d ia logues a n d  is a  
manifestation o f  its crises a n d  anxieties. "27
Fiona's mother grew up not knowing her father, as she was only thirteen months old 
when he died. Fler mother married a white man and they lived in Sydney from the time 
Fiona was eleven years old. Thus, Fiona's day to day experience was not one where 
her land and culture were renewed constantly, in the accepted "traditional" sense, by 
continuous association.28
In 1985, Fiona received a grant from the Aboriginal Arts Board which allowed her to 
travel to Bathurst Island, and Ramingining. Since then she has regularly travelled back 
to these communities and has developed relationships with the people of Maningrida.
Fiona Foley describes her people, the Badtjala people, through going back to Flervey 
Bay in Queensland, as a community of fifty people, whereas formerly on Fraser Island 
they were two to three thousand people. In 1904, Fiona notes, there were eighty-six 
Badtjala people left on Fraser Island. After looking at the history of Fraser Island after 
the contact period described by Eliza Fraser and that whole episode, as opposed to the 
oral tradition of stories told by her mother, she was not happy with the untruths that had 
been perpetuated.29
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poley is a stamp collector, a habit she inherited from her Uncle Woofy. She noticed that 
the stamps produced in 1988 had become a source of great propaganda, particularly 
gs many of them contained the statement, "living together," which did not correspond 
with Fiona's own experiences and observations. These observations resulted in a 
number of works which were included as part of the Koori Perspecta in the 1989 
perspecta.30
In February 1990 Foley had an exhibition at the Roslyn Oxley Gallery, "By Land and Sea I 
Leave Ephemeral Spirit." The work was made during her sojourn at Hervey Bay. Fiona 
describes the work as quite intuitive, combining textures and different materials on 
paper. One of the works, "In terw oven Paths,“ incorporated a picture of her mother in 
the top right hand corner, and a series of yam leaves leading up to her mother. As well 
Foley incorporates the following statement within this work:
”Trouble was, how ever, a t  hand. The Mission was asked  to  take  ch a rg e  o f  83 natives  
from a  G ove rnm en t Station a t  Fraser Island. The station h a d  n o t b e e n  a  success; there  
had  b e e n  an  a lm ost to ta l a bse n ce  o f  d iscip line a n d  the  m a jo rity  o f  the  p e o p le  w ere  
diseased, idle, a n d  in c a p a b le  o f  work, a n d  a c c u s to m e d  to  sp en d  their tim e in 
gam bling. It was h o p e d  th a t this unprom ising m a te ria l m ig h t b e  re fo rm e d  b y  the  
Mission, b u t they in tro d u ce d  undesirable  e lem ents a n d  g re a tly  increased  the  anxieties o f  
the staff, while a d d in g  little  o r no th ing  to  the  w orking p o w e r o f  the  Mission. “31
This work was actually developed when Foley had to come back to Sydney to complete 
a commission. The work is quite personal and political. It names her history and her 
connection to her mother.
As a result of the relationships Fiona had built at Maningrida, her mother was also able 
to share and build on those relationships. Now she shares sisterhood with that 
community. In 1989 Fiona's mother was able to arrange for nine women from 
Maningrida to come down to Fraser Island for a weaving workshop to pass on their skills 
and to exchange such things as traditional food knowledge. This cultural exchange 
was continued in 1990 with seven women from Fraser Island completing the exchange 
by going to Maningrida community. Fiona completed the work, “Inte rw oven Paths" 
during this period of her life.32
Fiona notes as well that massacres and dispossession are part of the history of her 
people. Her people had a rich culture which is now stored in a number of museums 
and academic institutes. Fiona's people would have to fulfil preservation and technical
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conditions within a cultural centre that they would have to build to get their scant 
cultural heritage returned. These conditions, she notes, are white conditions.33
Fiona Foley has located her work in her mother's country, the country of the Badtjala 
people of Fraser Island. Apart from her own experiences and observations, it is her 
mother who has informed her because it was her mother who made her. This sense of 
connection and belonging is clearly evident in Foley's work, "In te rw oven Paths. “ Thus 
quite logically and naturally, Fiona establishes her claim to land through her mother, and 
refers back to that connection often. It is a feature of what is known about Fiona Foley, 
and what she has established to be known about her. Judy Watson had to take a 
slightly different path to come to the same place.
Judy Watson is a contemporary Aboriginal artist whose mother comes from the Waanji 
area of northern Queensland.34 Her grandmother, Grace Isaacson, had to leave her 
country as a child when her mother, Judy's great grandmother, heard that the police 
were coming from Bourke for the children.36 I wrote earlier of the practice under the 
Aboriginal Protection Act (1870-1973) of taking light coloured Aboriginal children and 
Aboriginal children of mixed blood and placing them in various institutes or farming 
them out as slaves to white station owners or to city people, as house servants and farm 
hands. From then on, Judy Watson's family was located firstly, at Riversleigh Station, at 
Thorntonia, Camooweal, May Downs Station and other areas around the Gregory River 
and Mt. Isa area. Ultimately they ended up in Mt. Isa where the children attended 
school.36
Thus started Judy Watson's family dispossession from country and culture. In July and 
August, 1990, Judy Watson, her mother, grandmother and cousin made a trip back to 
her grandmother's country. The journey was enabled through a grant from the 
Aboriginal Arts Board. Judy Watson says that the trip was terribly important to her and 
also to her family. It allowed a re-establishment of an understanding of identity as well 
as allowing a coming to terms with the past. It also, of course, allowed her to make 
visual work.
In Judy's notebook from that trip she wrote:
"Thinking a b o u t A b o r ig in a lly  - a ll o f  us ca rry  a  sense o f  th a t b e in g  som e p a r t o f  our lives, 
our history, ou r pa ren tag e . When w e  d o  n o t look visibly like the  s te reo type  o f an  
A bo rig ina l person w e  a re  assum ed to  h a ve  no  identity. We a re  the invisible Aboriginals. 
Our id e n tity  is on ly visible in our a c c e p ta n c e  b y  family, w ho  know  w ho w e  are, a n d  b y
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others who know  our fam ily  a n d  our co n n e c tio n  to  them. I h a ve  b ee n  to ld  b y  m a n y  
people th a t they don  7 know  a n y  A bo rig ina l peop le , perhaps n o t rea lly  looking. "37
Much of Judy Watson's work, perhaps all of it, relates directly back to that trip. Judy 
describes such things as the throwing of the pass net to get bait for fishing. She has 
described her cousin throwing it and how she practised throwing it. She notes how the 
throwing of it was similar to waving a cape in a bullfight. In many talks she has 
described the experiences of walking with her grandmother through country that is her 
claim, through her connections with mother, grandmother, and great grandmother. 
Fishing is a significant part of sharing between herself and her grandmother, although 
not all of it by far. Judy was thinking of her grandmother when she did the work,
"G randm other's C oun try" which was exhibited in the "Frames of Reference" exhibition at 
the Wharf as part of the Dissonance Festival in 1991. The work was a mixed media work 
on canvas like much of her work. The work was part of her "Earthworks" series which 
resulted in part from an experience she had on the trip where she was standing on a 
rock and felt a particular sensation, a presence, as she stood there. She mentioned this 
feeling to her mother who said in part, that this was echoes of past presence. The idea 
of standing on a place where many of her ancestors had stood before her, even that 
she was standing in their exact footprints, appealed very much to Judy. This experience 
of the land claiming her through connection had a strong effect on her and on the 
development of her work developed.38
Judy Watson's work "Sacred  G round. Beating H eart" came from an initial series of work 
that was done as a result of a visit to Pinnacle, Western Australia, and developed in turn, 
as a result of a concept of "guardian vaults," and "guardians." Her awareness came 
from an experience of visiting traditional Aboriginal grave sights, and the plundering of 
these graves. Judy says that grave robbing is a serious issue. "There a re  A b o rig in a l 
p eo p le  b u ried  there  - you c a n n o t just take  from there.
However, with her work "S acred  G round. Beating Heart, "she notes:
"When you a re  w alk ing th a t country, the  earth  is bea ting , pu lsa ting  heat, b lo o d  hea rt - 
things a re  h id de n  - like the  bones o f  the  p e o p le  w ho h a ve  b e e n  here  b e fo re  - o r w ho  
are  w a lk ing  in the ir footprints. "w
Judy Watson describes herself as a contemporary Aboriginal artist. She says:
*
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'Contemporary is the here  a n d  now. We a re  a  fo rce  a n d  w e  a re  a  s trong one. Our 
work will stand on its ow n  a nyw he re  in the world. If it is g o o d  work, it will s ta n d "4'.
Judy Watson's understanding of Aboriginally, and her own identity, as she shows 
repeatedly, comes from her connection with a particular land, and that understanding 
comes from her mother, and her grandmother. From this understanding she uses her 
own interpretations of her own experiences in going back to that country.42 From my 
observations, it would seem that this is also Fiona Foley's experience. Land and the 
significance of specific areas becomes paramount in these observations of specific 
Aboriginal women.
myths, m o t h e r / d a u g h te r  a n d  o r a l  t r a d it io n .
As I explain, my own mother/daughter connection to land and myth has been through 
Ruby Langford Ginibi among others. Ruby and I travelled and lived on the six major 
Missions in the Bundjalung area over a period of time. These Missions were Box Ridge 
Mission, Cabbage Tree Island, Bonalbo, Mulli Mulli Mission, Baryulgil Mission and Tabulum 
Mission. Ruby herself was an inspiration to me because of her generosity and 
compassionate spirit. She had a strong need to tell her story in her own words. As she 
said many times, it was the story of any Aboriginal mother, and history had to be set 
right.43 I watched her sit on many verandahs and in many motel rooms, as well as on 
benches by beaches and in parks, and way out in the bush. Her figure is round and 
solid and pulled down by gravity and giving birth to many children. It is also a shield 
for her soul, against the many hurts and wounds that life has slung at her. I drew her 
body outline so many times over this period that I did it in my sleep.
As we travelled I met many other old women who gave me the same love and 
acceptance that Ruby did. They gave me memories where they could of my family and 
my land. Most of all they told me who I was through their own history. They had the 
same solid body shape as Ruby had. I started drawing this shape in many different 
ways; with a big head, with a small head, with a long neck, a short neck, and while I 
was drawing I was being given a tremendous oral history.
I have related how I understand two major contemporary Aboriginal artists, Fiona Foley, 
and Judy Watson, are informed by their mother's and grandmother's connection to 
land. I was being informed in the same way by a mother/daughter relationship that was 
no less strong and nurturing, That is what I acknowledge in all my work.
In both a personal and a general sense, that mother-daughter connection is a vital 
component in the continuing development of Aboriginal women's spirituality in relation 
to land. Our first messages about who we are and how we are to behave as women, 
are given to us through our observation of how our mothers and grandmothers relate 
and behave, as well as what they pass on to us.
In many Aboriginal societies throughout Australia it is the grandmother on the maternal 
side who passes on knowledge to the young girls.44 This knowledge could be secrets 
concerning Dreaming sites which tell the receiver of the information, who she is and how 
she is connected to the land around her. As well, it might be more mundane and
168
functional, related to how day to day chores should be carried out. The more erotic or 
sexual stories, songs, or ceremonies are usually given to women with two children or 
more, depending on, of course, where in Australia they live.45
Overall, Aboriginal women appear to have connected with their past through their 
collective kin network.46 Often the old women in the group become grannies as all the 
next generation of women down from them may become aunties.47 In this way a 
collective genealogy becomes the basis of shared memory which gives the women a 
sense of group identity and connection to land. This in turn sets the basis for the 
continuing women's spirituality. This order of things generally seems to work for both 
traditional and urban Aboriginal people, although for urban people, the dispossession 
and alienation from spiritual roots is sometimes obvious. The myths and iconic images 
that confirm spirituality get lost among the Coke signs.48
However, an oral tradition is not unique to Aboriginally, and nor is the mother/daughter 
connection. The understanding that this relationship has to female spirituality is not 
unique to Aboriginality. In America, for example, the same mother-daughter 
connections were carried across the Atlantic by enslaved Africans and developed not 
only a binding kinship and spiritual connection but also a strong quiltmaking tradition. 
This tradition is so strong that it continues to preserve African American women's identity, 
despite the similar experiences of these women in terms of alienation and dispossession.
This is not to say that the quilt makers had any formal training or regarded themselves as 
artists. On the contrary, the quilts were used in a very functional way, on beds in homes 
to keep people warm. However, each patch, each quilt, came from somebody and 
was passed down, and each person's history was sewn into the quilt. It was like a map 
with many landmarks.
Daughters learnt by watching their mothers, grandmothers and aunties who, in turn, 
learnt from previous generations. Older contemporary quiltmakers were often 
participant observers in the quiltmaking of a grandmother who was born in bondage - 
an astonishingly short and direct line to the patchwork tradition of the African-American 
slaves.
Arbie Williams of Las Vegas, Nevada, in the United States, says her grandmother always 
told her and her mother not to make the quilt perfectly even. She advised to always 
add something extra to make it stand out. This may be related to making a deliberate 
error so as not to defy god with a perfect product, or it may have been a wise way of
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ensuring one's own history in the patchwork of time being created. This imperfection is 
not regarded as an "error" but as more an individual's innovation in order to put one's 
oWn creative stamp on the final product.'*
PS women sit around blocking these quilts they exchange gossip, history and tradition, 
-[■hey talk of women's business, of love and sex and morality, the old to the young. They 
place members of the immediate and far family and in this way continue ancestral 
connections and traditions right back to the land they come from. Thus, in a pragmatic 
way, their female spirituality is constantly re-affirmed.
However, those mother/daughter traditions that are connected to land and give life to 
that connection to land, through practices such as weaving in the Maori tradition, give 
an indication of an indigenous spirituality in relation to land. In traditional Maori society 
the old women weavers watch the young girls for signs of a potential weaver. The 
teaching of a new weaver is normally undertaken by senior women. Erenora Puketapu- 
Hetet, a well-known Maori weaver, describes the sound of laughter from a group of 
women weavers as the thing that first drew her to weaving.50
The weaving is a spiritual practice. All stages of the process, from picking and 
preparing of the flax, have their particular customs. These customs make the process 
easier and the final product "right" because in a real sense one is respecting Mother 
Earth with every step.
For example, one of the offspring of the primal parents, Rangi and Papa, is Tone 
Mahuta (The Forest). The uri (descendants of Tane) include all plant life51. Thus the tools 
fa  weaving become directly connected with the children of Mother Earth. As with 
Aboriginal women, Maori women re-confirm their women's spirituality and sense of 
connection with Mother Earth with each item that is woven. This connection is made 
through their mothers and their grandmothers and that genealogical thread that 
extends back to Creation. It is carried into the present day by the items produced which 
make the lives of those around them enriched in many ways.
Maria Martinez, a Tewa Indian living in the pueblos of New Mexico, and a famous 
potter, talks constantly of her connection to her own mother and grandmother and to 
her daughters, grand daughters, and great grand daughters, and in this way, to their 
land. Overall, Maria is a matriarch of five generations of potters who still works on her 
traditional lands.52
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Maria Martinez does not pot all the time. Part of her creativity is to observe sacred times 
by ceremony and dance and to pass on these traditions of the Tewa Indian to the 
young women. However, in making her pots, she reveres the clay; it is Mother Earth 
and this essence of spirituality she passes on to her daughters. Maria Martinez is an 
indigenous woman, one of the First People in America. She gives life to who she is 
through those practices and relationships that connect her to land.
With this understanding, I am interested in composing imagery that reflects these 
illuminations of an internal and external world. By now my imagery had started 
developing as a metaphor. The figures that I draw and paint are no longer individual 
portraits although they are still representative of those women. They have become the 
repositories of mothering and nurturing, as well as fertility and history. They have 
become my representation of an internal life, a spirituality, while occupying an external 
world. They are also becoming metaphors for my idea of Mother Earth as it is being 
presented to me in my studies and by the women I meet.
In this way I can develop my visual imagery according to how I internalise these 
experiences of the notion of both mother/daughter connection, as well as an oral history 
as it relates to land. I have developed an image of mother through my own 
experiences of mothering and nurturing which I have now developed as a metaphor if 
you like, of mother earth. However, the notion of "mother earth" is a fairly convoluted 
metaphor with fairly unsound romantic connotations and not really directly related to 
any Aboriginal concept, although indirectly and generally it could be said that it is.
In the travels with Ruby Langford Ginibi that I have talked about, we heard the story of 
Dirrangun told in many different ways. The stories of Dirrangun are part of an affirming 
relationship with the land. The stories incorporate landscape still existing and sounds still 
existing, thus offering strong and alternate understandings to the surrounds one inhabits.
The Clarence River forms part of the boundary of Bundjalung country. How this river 
was formed is told in the following versions of the story of the witchwoman, Dirrangun, 
who came from the Tooloom Scrub and who effects the people of Bayulgil, through 
Tabulum and up over the border into Queensland, as well as along the coast of that 
country. She still inhabits this country as a woman spirit and her signs are seen 
throughout the landscape.
"Long a go , a m o n g  the forest o f  ta ll trees, h igh in the  m ounta ins nea r Tooloom. an  o ld  
w om an  c a lle d  D irrangun ke p t a  h id de n  spring. She d id  n o t w a n t anyo n e  to  know
I
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about h e r secre t spring, b u t one  d a y  she fell ill a n d  when a  young  m an  c a lle d  Butagaan  
ca lled  by, she asked him  to  b ring  he r water. A rriv ing a t  the  spring to  c o lle c t it in his 
coolam on, he  d isco ve re d  it was dam m e d . Bulagaan b roke  the d a m  a n d  the w a te r  
began to  flow. D irrangun rose in p a n ic  a n d  tried  to  d a m  the  w a te r aga in . In the  
process she c re a te d  the  m ountains  we see today, b u t fa iled  to s top  the  flow  o f  w a te r 
which b e c a m e  the C la rence  River.
Mount O gilv ie was one  o f  the  m ounta ins she c re a te d  in he r a tte m p t to d a m  the water, 
but it b ro ke  through a n d  flo w e d  d o w n  to  Yamba. D irrangun rea lised she co u ld  n o t 
stop the  water, so she cu rsed  it a n d  tu rned  it in to  salt. A nd , as she s too d  a t  the  m outh  
o f th a t river, she co n tin u e d  to  curse until she was tu rned  in to  stone.
Here is another version of the same story:
“Some p e o p le  say tha t D irrangun is a  w itch, tha t she's m ean  a n d  cunn ing  a n d  brings  
you a ll the  m isch ie f in the world. Others say th a t she's friendly. But she's a  very o ld  
w om an a n d  she has long  ha ir d o w n  to  he r knees. D irrangun h a d  tw o  m arried  
daughters  a n d  a  son-in-law, Bulagaan. The daughte rs  qua rre lled  with their m o the r a n d  
starved  her. Bulagaan s ided  with her daughters, his wives.
Dirrangun's c a m p  was under a  b ig  tree a t  the w a te rfa ll w hich is the  source o f  the  
C la rence  River. There was a  ho llow  in the  ro ck  w hich c o n ta in e d  the water. D oo loom i 
was the  n a m e  o f  the p o o l a n d  it was the  jurraveel, o r h om e  o f  the spirit o f  the  water. 
Tooloom is the n a m e  n o w  for this waterfall.
While he r daughte rs  a n d  son-in-law w ere  aw ay, D irrangun d ra in e d  a ll the  w a te r w ith her 
co o lam o n  so there was no  w a te r when her fam ily re turned. As m uch  as they  lo o ked  for 
the water, D irrangun h a d  h idden  it well a n d  her fam ily g o t despe ra te ly  thirsty looking  for 
it.
D irrangun p re te n d e d  to  b e  sym pa the tic  to  her fam ily's p light, b u t a ll the  tim e she was 
sitting on the  co o lam o n  o f  w a te r in he r cam p . Bulagaan g o t a ng ry  when he  fou n d  this 
out a n d  thrust his spear in to  th a t co o la m o n  so th a t the  w a te r ran. Others say tha t when  
Dirrangun, Bulagaan a n d  his wives w e n t to  sleep, B u lagaan 's  dogs found  the w a te r a n d  
drank. Two m ounta ins nearby, c a lle d  D illa lea a n d  Kalloo-G uthun. a re  n a m e d  a fte r  
those tw o  dogs. In the n igh t the  dogs re tu rned  to  the  c a m p  o f  Bulagaan a n d  the  w a te r  
d r ip p e d  from  their mouths.
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Bulagaan fo llow ed  his dogs  b a c k  to  w here  the w a te r was. When he  saw  th a t D irrangun  
had h idden the  w a te r he  g o t so a ng ry  th a t he  ca used  h e a vy  rain to  fa ll a n d  the  ro ck  
basin filled. The w a te r co n tin u e d  to rise.
When the w a te r b e g a n  to rise, D irrangun c lim b e d  in to  the  fig  tree a n d  m a d e  a  p la tfo rm  
in the boughs. H ow ever b o th  she a n d  her fig  tree w ere  sw e p t a w a y  b y  the  rising water.
From tim e to  tim e Dirrangun w o u ld  sit in the torrent w ith he r legs w ide  a p a rt trying to  
block the water, b u t e a ch  tim e the flo od  w ou ld  ca rry  her aw ay. Where the South River 
comes in to  the C la rence  River, D irrangun sat with her legs outspread. The w a te r rose 
and w ent u p  a n d  m a d e  the  South River. There she sat until the  flo o d  rose a n d  sw e p t her 
and the fig  tree on again.
Below G rafton, on the river, there  is a  fig tree grow ing. M a n y  o ld  m en w ou ld  see tha t 
fig tree a n d  say, "O h look! D oo loom i borrgun. “  ( That fig  tree be longs to  Tooloom ) . /<54
There are quite a number of versions of how the Clarence River formed, but all of them 
say that it was because of Dirrangun the witchwoman, one way or another. I cannot 
now look at the Clarence and Richmond Rivers of Bundjalung country without thinking 
about Dirrangun, and hearing the voices of the many old ladies who told me that story. 
Here is a final version of the story of Dirrangun.
"A long  tim e a g o  in the early  days there  was a  tribe on this side o f  the  river in Yam ba  
a nd  a  family, just a  family, a t  lluka, s tra ight across the river from  here. The tribe  from  
here was inv ited  to  g o  ove r the river a n d  visit this family. A n d  this o ld  Dirrangun, she  
was a  c ranky  o ld  lady, she was the m o the r o f  this family.
A nd  when the tribe from here  w en t over to  lluka to  have  a  d a y  w ith this family, D irrangun  
would  n o t o ffe r them  anyth ing  to eat. she was th a t cranky. She h a d  a  daughte r-in -law  
a n d  one  son a n d  a  daughte r. Everyone th a t w en t there  fou n d  th a t she w o u ld  never 
offe r them  anyth ing  to eat. This o ld  w om an  was terrible, w icke d  a n d  m ean. Her son 
h a d  tw o  little boys a n d  the d a u g h te r d ie d  a n d  the daugh te r-in -law  d ie d  a n d  le ft her 
there w ith the son a n d  tw o  grandsons.
A n d  then, they tell us tha t the  seas was ca lm  then, a t  tha t time. A n d  the son m a d e  up  
his m in d  to  g o  a w a y  w ith the tw o  boys a n d  leave  his m other. So he  g o t to  work a n d  
m a d e  a  canoe . When he  h a d  finished the ca n o e  he  took  it d ow n  to  the b e a ch . He
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put one b o y  a t  the  b a c k  o f  the  c a n o e  a n d  o ne  in the front. Then he  g o t in a n d  s ta rted  
fo p a d d le  aw ay.
The m o the r fo llo w ed  him to  the b e a c h  a n d  she d id  n o t w a n t the  son to  go. But he  
would n o t stop. He took  no  n o tic e  o f her. She sang o u t a fte r they  g o t a  g o o d  b it ou t 
on the w a te r in the canoe . She ca lle d  o u t a n d  to ld  them  n o t to  le a ve  her.
She h a d  a  yam  stick with he r a n d  when he  d id  n o t take  a ny  notice , she s ta rted  to  h it the  
water a n d  curse. She s ta rted  to  teil the waves a n d  sea a n d  the w a te r to  b e  rough, the  
wind to  c o m e  a n d  the w a te r to  rise. She w a tc h e d  her son a n d  grandsons until they g o t  
out o f sight. Just as th a t little  c a n o e  tu rned  to  g o  in to  Ballina, the  waves she m a d e  
turned the  c a n o e  a n d  d ro w n e d  her son a n d  grandsons. They tu rned  in to  a  ro ck  tha t 
you c a n  see today.
Dirrangun ju m p e d  in to  the  river a n d  d ro w n e d  herself. There you 'll hea r th a t roa r o f  the  
sea, th a t noise. That is supposed  to  b e  D irrangun look ing  for her son a n d  grandsons. 
She is the  b ig  ro ck  und e r the  water. You c a n n o t touch  th a t ro ck  beca u se  the  seas will 
roar b e ca u se  D irrangun is look ing  fo r h e r son a n d  grandsons.
These stories of Dirrangun the witchwoman are told by the women of the Bundjalung 
lands and are part of their spirituality. Dirrangun is part of the land and the seas that is 
the day to day life of these women. Dirrangun created the mighty river that defines one 
part of the Bundjalung lands.
During my travels, I have spent much time with Bundjalung women and was told the 
story of Dirrangun many times. My mental picture of Dirrangun is locked into the pictures 
I was drawing of these women, who were both sturdy and practical, and of the 
landscape they inhabited. They have a gentleness in them which was often 
contradicted by a vicious wit and humour, much like Dirrangun herself, I should think.
She weaves around my marks and lines, with no particular image, but her powerful 
presence becomes part of my perception of Bundjalung women's spirituality. That her 
story and its variations encompasses creation, birth, life and death makes it so much 
more directly related to the many ideas of Mother Earth which also encompass, creation, 
birth, life and death, a complete cycle, a complete circle, if you like.
In my studies so far, one of the major themes of women's spirituality encompassing 
indigenous spirituality is that of the Great Mother Earth. She is the one who ensures 
reproduction of the species. She controls human and animal life. She controls the
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seasons and the plants. Sacred ceremonies and ritual ensure her goodwill. She is 
//"She.
In the Kakadu in Northern Australia her name is Imberombera. She was the original 
great ancestress from whom all things are born. She travelled widely in Arnhem Land 
and everywhere she went, fertile growth followed56 After Imberombera came Ungulla. 
She met some of Imberombera's children on the way and carried them on her shoulders 
or on her hips, and some walked. She showed the women how to weave and use 
bark.
After Ungulla herself had many children, she gave her vagina and uterus, as well as her 
breasts and her fighting stick, to the women, telling them that from now on they must 
have the children.57
Another Creation story is as follows:
“The first time. C rea tion  time, w e  ca ll B iengana. The first Being w e c a ll Jingana. We ca ll 
J ingana  our m other. J in g an a  m a d e  everyth ing. J in g an a  h a d  everyth ing  inside herself 
tha t first time. J ingana  is snake. She sw a llow ed  a ll the  b lackfe llows. She took  them, 
inside herself, d o w n  unde r the water. J ingana  c a m e  out. She was b ig  w ith everyth ing  
inside her. She c a m e  o u t o f  the  b ig  w a te rho le  n e a r B am boo  Creek. J in g an a  was 
rolling a bou t, every  way, on the g round. She was g ro an in g  a n d  ca lling  out. She was 
m aking a  b ig  noise w ith a ll the  b lackfe llow s, everyth ing  inside her belly.
J ingana  co u ld  n o t g ive  b irth until a  m an  c a m e  a n d  sp ea re d  her. N o -one  ca n  see  
Jingana. In the  ra intim e, w hen the  flo o d  w a te r com es J ingana  stands up  o u t o f  the  
m id d le  o f  the  flo o d  water. She looks o u t a t  the  country. She lets g o  a ll the  birds, 
snakes, animals, ch ild ren  b e lo n g  to  us.
Kunapipi is another Creation Mother who is said to come from the sea at the mouth of 
the Roper River and travels across the land. The sacred Kunapipi ceremonies are for the 
initiated only and the great Kunapipi Ancestress remains in the keeping of the elder 
custodians of the ceremony.
When the wet season starts and the air is heavy and humid, the word goes out - 
"Kunapipi." The singing and dances are done in the strictest secrecy and continue that 
ageless link with the source of life, the land.59
Vet another is Ngalyod. She creates the water that causes all life to live. As well as 
being creator and protector of life, she brutally punishes if any taboos are broken, or if 
any rituals associated with her Dreaming sites are not observed.®
As I become more familiar with the many Creation stories I become more delighted by 
the female connections across the country, in the many stories she is powerful and 
assertive, fertile and vindictive, loving and demanding. It is in her many forms that she 
gives my imagery being, develops my sense of place, and gives me understanding of a 
woman's spirituality that encompasses those existential questions that face many 
creative indigenous people. If I can articulate some deeply personal image of her, then 
women's spirituality is made more powerful as a result, and those contemporary notions 
of a repossession of land can be pushed.
"Mother Earth'' is not a sentimental image. Mother Earth in her many forms is too lusty, 
moody and vindictive for that. Her uterus wherein lies her fertility, her vagina wherein lies 
her sexuality, and her mind which connects these things, forms a rhythm with the sun, 
moon and stars, conception, birth, life, and death. That is timeless.
One aspect of a feminist agenda is to identify gaps and to make women "visible." It 
goes further by politicising the gender relations through which women are seen in 
society. Where Aboriginal women are made "visible" is through Aboriginality not 
gender, and generally Aboriginal women would argue that their "race" is more 
important than their "gender." This is to some extent the product of the huge impact of 
colonialism and racism and the consequences. The Aboriginal position in the economic 
market, the ability to receive education and be employed, is defined by Aboriginality, 
and then gender.61 However, it is individual white feminists such as Phyllis Kaberry,
Diane Bell and Catherine Berndt who have written Aboriginal women equally into the 
story. The emerging histories show that Aboriginal women experience colonisation in 
different ways to Aboriginal men. Putting Aboriginal women and colonisation into 
Australian women's history reveals that different women have different histories. Overall 
they show that gender is constructed and experienced in particular ways and that 
racism and cultural difference are gendered.® In the light of this developing post­
feminist theory, the current concerns of both ecology and environment, and definitions 
of the notion of "Mother Earth," come to incorporate these sensibilities as well.
It would seem that on occasion in some traditional areas, although clearly not always, in 
those times before the landing of Captain Cook, men and women had equal and 
significant roles in the community.63 These roles appear to be related to both spiritual
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and physical survival. It seems to have been in the interest of each gender to maintain 
an equal, a balancing role with the opposite gender. In this way it seems that 
continued survival may well have been assured.64
Now that we are speeding towards the next millennium, many Aboriginal women such as 
myself are dispossessed from land. For us, those issues to do with gender role and 
survival are more deeply rooted in feminism than in land traditions. Aboriginal women 
in common with all women share those oppressions of rape, domestic violence, poverty 
and inequality, with many women throughout the world. Along with concerns that 
encompass an awareness of feminism, are concerns for land that are deeply rooted in 
conservation, protecting the environment, and balancing ecological systems.
While in ancient times I believe that both myth and ancestor beings, male and female, 
were equally powerful, in the light of post-feminism. Aboriginal women may well tend to 
imbue with significance such beings as Dirrangan and others in order to empower 
themselves in a disempowering and unequal world.
For example, Bronwyn Bancroft, a Bundjalung Aboriginal artist, has illustrated a book 
about Dirrangan that asserts Dirrangan larger than landscape.65 Dirrangan becomes 
part of storytelling available to all readers, rather than a relationship to the mythology 
connected to the Bundjalung lands.
In the same way, contemporary issues of conservation have come to focus those stories 
we tell of land. In traditional Aboriginal times before the Europeans came, a wasted 
and devastated landscape was not part of either possibility or experience. This 
scenario did not inform the Creation or ceremonies that developed as part of those 
times. My own awareness of land and the content of indigenous occupation of land 
derived from a concern for environmental and conservation issues, and this is the case 
with many contemporary Aboriginal women who were not raised traditionally.
Much of the so-called "new left" of the '60s and '70s, including "hippies," "greens," 
"feminists" and so on, shared the growing anxiety in industrialised societies about the 
dangers to the environment of herbicides, pesticides and nuclear power. This concern 
frequently led to an interest in "traditional" pre-capitalist cultures which did not appear 
to emphasise materialism or competition.65
The resulting support celebrated Aboriginal traditional values and relations to both kin 
and land, and over the years it may also have shaped the expression of Aboriginal
goals and interests.67 Certainly this was how my conscious relationship to land started, 
and I was aware that this was the original basis tor a relationship to land by a number of 
then young, dispossessed Aboriginal people. However, the desires of recent groups of 
conservationists to seek more spiritual values, by insisting some Aboriginal people justify 
land demands with more emphasis on "spirituality" and less on "mining," fails to take 
into account the more secular meanings of kin relations and economy which are very 
important to them.1* In an interview with anthropologist Deborah Bird Rose by Michelle 
Grossman and Denise Cuthbert, the differences between an Aboriginal perspective on 
issues of heritage, land management, conservation and environmentalism ,and that of 
the so-called "new age" and "new left" were best illustrated in Michelle Grossman's 
comments on an exchange between Helena Gulash and a young white man. Helena 
Gulash, a Gubi Gubi environmental activist who has been involved in claims around the 
Glasshouse Mountains in Queensland, gave an historical background at the 
Maleny/Woodford Folk Festival. Helena said the Government keeps wanting to talk 
about management of discreet and bounded "sites" while she wants to talk about 
Aboriginal management of entire areas of significance not just specific sites.67
A young white man insisted that "we are all children of this earth" and what does it 
matter who manages what so long as the great spiritual power of the area is 
recognised. Grossman notes that this is the type of colonising move that completely 
decontextualises the history that Aboriginal people have to land so history once again 
becomes the prerogative of the white people, while indigenousness is consigned to a 
landless eternity of the cosmos and the spiritual realm.70
These contemporary issues of conservation and ecology, and feminism, have come to 
inform a contemporary relationship to land. These political issues were not a force in 
pre-European times on any level of that relationship, be it personal, community or to do 
with land and spirituality.
The many Mother Earth Creation stories hold the key to this spirituality. Thus, for Maori 
women, this sense of self and place comes about from the following Creation Story:
"In the  beg inn ing  was Te K o re ... the  Nothingness.
Then there  was Te P o ... the  n ight 
a n d  on a n d  on ...until
a t  last c a m e  Te A o  M a ra m a  ...the ligh t o f  day.
In the darkness Ranginui, the  Sky Father a n d  Papatuanuku, the  Earth M other, e m b ra c e d  
and g a ve  b irth  to  seventy sons, e a c h  a  god . But the  sons w ere  tra p p e d  in the darkness 
between the ir paren ts  a n d  lo n g e d  for the  light. Tangaroa, g o d  o f  the  sea a n d  o th e r  
brothers tried  to sepa ra te  the parents, b u t failed. It was Pane, g o d  o f forests, ligh t a n d  
life, who fo rc e d  the parents a p a rt a n d  the ch ildren e n te re d  Te A o  M aram  (the  ligh t o f  
day). Ranginui rose to  hea ve n  leav ing  P apa tuanuku  be low . They c rie d  o u t in pa in  a t  
their separation. The rain, d e w  a n d  rising mist a re  their tears, show ing  their co n tin u e d  
love for e a c h  other.
All the gods  s taye d  on earth  e x c e p t for Tawhirim atea, the  g o d  o f  winds, w ho fo llo w ed  
his father. He was a ng ry  a b o u t his p a ren ts ' sepa ra tion  a n d  h e  still sends d o w n  g re a t  
storms to  a tta c k  his brothers. O nly Tum atauenga, the  g o d  o f  w a r was u nha rm ed  b y  the  
storms. Tone s ta rted  to  c re a te  his ow n ch ild ren - the  birds, p lants a n d  anim als o f  the  
forest. Under the sea Tangaroa c re a te d  his ch ild ren - a ll the sea creatures.
Paptuanuku, the Earth M other, m a d e  Hine-ahu-one, Te Uha (fem a le  e lem en t) from  
herself. H ine-ahu-one a n d  Tane h a d  a  d a u g h te r n a m e  H inetitam a, the  d a w n  m aiden. 
She also b o re  daughte rs  to  Tane so th a t the  hum an  ra c e  m ig h t continue. When she 
found th a t Tane was her fa the r as well as the fa the r o f  he r children, she fle d  to  
Tatohenga (the  underw orld ) w here  she b e c a m e  know n as Hine-nui-te-po. It is to  her 
dom ain  th a t w e  trave l when w e die. "71
In this story, Maori women see that women's spirituality encapsulates creation, life and 
death. Spirituality cannot be separated from any other area of Maori life. The laws of 
tapu (sacred or ceremonial restrictions) and noa (non-sacred) ensure continuity 
between everyday life and the spiritual world.
The earth is both the elementary index of creation, the first and original basis for life and 
the continuous source for whatever subsequently comes into being: hence the earth is 
identified as the Mother of all living things.
In a story from the Native Americans from the North West coast of America, Earth lived 
up in the sky at first, but because she complained of the Sun's ardour, the Old one put 
her below and told her to nurture all people.72
Hopi Indians believe that the Earth reveals herself most specially in the form of the Corn 
Mother, for corn is a living entirety with a body similar to woman's in many respects and
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the people built its flesh into their own. This cycle of transmutation not only runs across 
living things, it is sometimes involved in the process of creation itself; by this self-sacrifice 
the creator is dispersed or diffused throughout creation and is also continuously 
resurrected.73
Through these creation stories, women's spiritually is defined and confirmed. The roles of 
mother and female sexuality become connected to a universal and significant ally, land, 
country, or Mother Earth. Spirituality becomes defined by the world one lives in, not 
separated from it. The mother role then is not a form of slavery, and nor is "femaleness" 
a form of weakness, or shame, in traditional societies. This spirituality does not allow a 
woman to be oppressed or controlled in terms of her sexuality and fertility.
Here we have an essential difference in relationship to land and spirituality between 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal, which is to do with how one sees oneself in relationship 
to the space we occupy in this universe.
One way to look at this is to look at how each one starts off with their own oppression as 
a defining relationship. For example, a lesbian woman may see herself as lesbian first 
and foremost. Liz Ashburn in her book, Lesbian Art, refers to “ the  lesbian artists as 
opposed to  a  hete rosexua l w om an  artist. “74 These terms are descriptive not 
oppositional. It is clearly important to identify and name lesbians in order to both fight 
oppressive discrimination as well as invisibility, and to assert power by identification. Yet 
Rea, an Aboriginal artist who is also lesbian, asserts her Aboriginality over her 
lesbianism.75 She defines herself as a 'blak' artist.76
A Chinese woman in China may see herself as a woman first and foremost, while 
perhaps here in Australia, she would see herself as Chinese-Australian, then as a woman. 
Given the history of the Chinese in Australia and the existence of such things as the 
"White Australia Policy," it would be very difficult to not be Chinese first, here in Australia. 
Many feminists would probably define themselves as "woman" in a relationship to the 
world they live in, before race or class. Aboriginal women define themselves, in general 
terms, as Aboriginal first, then as women and feminists, or Aboriginal feminists. 
Aboriginality by definition gives a unification of perceptions, experiences and history 
that, in the context in which we live transcends gender I
I have developed my imagery with this in mind. Again and again I have emphasised 
uterus and spirit, both living and dead, within and without the body. I have made the 
bodies of my Earth women sturdy - they are women who have lived intensely, perhaps
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have had many pregnancies and their bodies have stretched and settled into a shape 
that holds this history. Their bodies have been worked hard and used well. They are 
women who love. The essential ingredient is love - the love my women have given and 
my love in creating them. Mother Earth represents love to me and women's spirituality 
always seems to embody love in all its forms. I have made my imagery both 
empowering and identifying for women according to a feminist tradition as well as an 
Aboriginal connection to land. I would like to think that the imagery is both 
empowering and strong in the land.
As much as I could be exposed to these stories related to Mother Earth, and as much as I 
could understand the significance of the mother-daughter connection and relate it to 
both my work and that of such contemporary Aboriginal artists such as Fiona Foley and 
Judy Watson, I had to recognise that these things alone were not unique to 
Aboriginality.
The single most constant aspect of Aboriginal culture I have experienced is that of an 
oral tradition. I have never had a clear idea what this meant beyond the idea of one 
person being the “keeper" of a particular set of memories and passing those memories 
on through storytelling, through the human voice. I know that human memory itself is 
unreliable because it is not there as a documenter of facts so much as an individual 
psychic memory. Thus I truly have problems with the idea of an oral history being very 
specific to Aboriginality as it would then seem that an oral tradition is “ less" than a 
documented or literate tradition.
One does not have to look very far to understand that Aboriginality has its own 
documentation and literacy in terms of a sort of academic recording that we can all 
understand.77 For example, in the Ftoney Art Dreaming ceremonial pictures of Central 
Australia, which emanate from ceremonial business related toTjukurrpa (the Dreamings 
or creation of that area that exist side by side with the people of that country still) we 
can see not only a description of country, but description of seasons, pharmacology, 
animal and plant life, metaphysical life and physical life through blood lines.78 If one 
could not “read" those pictures there is no way anyone could be "literate" of that part 
of the culture. The information these series of painting ceremonies alone covers is more 
than one human memory could hold. Flowever, the idea of an oral tradition 
complementing and reinforcing a documented and literate history was a notion that I 
could at least think about.
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The stories that I note about the mother-daughter connection are shared by women all 
over the world. They are what we as universal women have in common and this informs 
that part of us that is feminist, perhaps. As much as it is this difference between 
Aboriginal peoples that gives us our separate "life," our commonalities as human beings 
assure us of our essential humanity, one of the areas most easily forgotten in the ebb 
and flow of survival.
The singular difference we have is the relationship to land that can be followed back 
directly to the source through both the mother-daughter connection and the 
surrounding mythology. The statement, "we come from the land, she is our mother," 
states this very clearly. Thus all Aboriginal identity and spirituality is directly related to 
country, to land. The hard work for any contemporary Aboriginal person, not just artist 
or woman, is to follow that identity to ground, to land, because without it we are 
nothing. "We have always been here," is a familiar Aboriginal refrain and 
archaeological evidence has shown an excess of 60.00079 years in the story of 
Aboriginal culture in Australia.80 Archaeology has also been valuable in raising political 
and public awareness of the vast time-depth of Aboriginal occupation of the Australian 




land AND BODY - MAPPING AND CEREMONY.
I would like to explore here variations on the relationship with land as it is practised in 
two different ways, through body marking and tattooing, and through ceremonies. For 
myself, as well as for many contemporary indigenous art practitioners, given the issues of 
identity and dispossession I have described in the preceding two sections, the question 
arises - how to place body on land? How does “self" become part of “ land" in an 
unpretentious way? What then if you are both vanquisher and vanquished, dispossessor 
and dispossessed? How do we come upon these understandings of land when we 
have no contemporary tradition? Fr. Frank Brennan, Catholic Church campaigner for 
Aboriginal rights has written that:
"It has b e e n  the  dispossession o f  A bo rig in a l Australians on w hich w e  h a ve  cons tru c te d  
the m onolith  th a t is Australian soc ie ty  a n d  its prosperity. This is n o t to  a rg ue  th a t w e  must 
pay  repa ra tion  for the  sins ou r forebears p e rp e tra te d  on o thers ' forebears. It is to  say 
that w e  have  a  d u ty  to  share the fruits o f  the sins w ith those w ho su ffe red  b y  them  a n d  
who con tinue  to  suffer. We m ust co m pensa te  them  for their loss. "8}
In the losses that have been suffered, and the combinations of who we are now, how 
do we give life to those changed circumstances that have impacted not only on 
perceptions of identity, but also on this relationship to land? This lack of tradition, for all 
it has been "taken" or "stolen," makes us both stranger and friend to the country. On 
this point, Frank Brennan says:
“There a re  m a n y  p e o p le  w ho a re  d e sce n d e d  from those w e  m igh t c a ll the  vanquishers 
as well as the vanquished. It is d ifficu lt to  see how  their iden tifica tion  with the  
vanquished a n d  a c c e p ta n c e  b y  the  lo c a l co m m u n ity  co u ld  b e  su ffic ien t to  g ive  rise to a  
m ora l c la im  aga inst others, pa rticu la rly  if  th a t c la im  is to  ca rry  a  righ t to  m one ta ry  
com pensa tion  p a id  on the  basis o f race . "®
Betty Tso of the Navajo Nation spoke at the Native American Strategy Meeting in 
Flagstaff, Arizona.83 She told the meeting about Big Mountain Legal Office where she is 
employed. They had had to deal with the enormous problems of the Hopi and Navajo 
particularly the issues that have arisen as a result of their relocation from their ancestral 
lands. Betty Tso spoke of the destruction of sacred sites and of the Relocation Law of 
1970 by Congress. She spoke of the impact on Hopi and Navajo of the section of the 
law which said that her people had to sell their livestock and move from their land. She
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described how occupancy creates day to day ties and continues traditions. Part of the 
whole issue of identity and self perception is tied to this.84
Again and again it was emphasised at this meeting, that day to day occupancy creates 
ties with the land that give identity, a sense of place and a sense of history. Betty Tso 
said that to move people from traditional lands is genocide. She talked of sacred sites 
and the effect their existence has on the right to practice religion. She said that with the 
destruction of sacred sites and forced relocation of the Hopi and Navajo, Native 
Americans are losing the right of the First Amendment of the United States Constitution, 
the right to freely practice their religion, which in this case is related to occupation of 
traditional lands.
The American Federal Government, Betty said, is defining ownership of land. Laws 
regarding mining and so on change from State to State, but all laws override the 
objections of traditional owners. Powerful lobby groups, such as timber and mining 
interests, move to oppose any legislation favourable to Native American people. I 
noted that the same thing is happening in Australia with Aboriginal people.
There are a number of different ways indigenous peoples and traditional peoples 
establish identity with particular land/country. Naming a site with their own tongue, has 
the effect of claiming that country by that language's own reference and poetic 
context.
For example, there is a mountain near Mulli Mulli Mission, just this side of the Queensland 
border, that has the European name Mt. Lindsay. It was named after a particular 
European person. The name for that mountain in the Bundjalung language is 
Julbootherlgoom. Who then, does this land belong to? Well the Europeans say it is 
theirs and have given it a European name. In all the maps it is called Mt. Lindsay. 
Fiowever, it was Julbootherlgoom long before it was Mt. Lindsay and that name 
Julbootherlgoom, means particular things to the people of that country. Whose is that 
mountain then? The Europeans say they own it, but the Bundjalung people belong to it. 
The mountain, you see, can own the people. The people cannot own the mountain.
The European name is on the map. The Aboriginal name is in Aboriginal people's minds 
and memory. In this way an oral tradition of reference continues to the present.
Mrs. Isola Best of the Kombumerris people of the Gold Coast in Queensland has said 
that,
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"M apping is a  g o o d  starting  p o in t fo r h istorica l research in to  A bo rig ina l language .
When you re a d  the m a p  a n d  you know  th a t the  nam es a re  the  p ro p e r nam es o f  your 
country you a re  iden tify ing  your la n d  rights.
Mrs. Best is the Secretary of the Federation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Languages, a body working to help indigenous community groups maintain, revitalise 
and record their traditional languages. She was inspired when she was told that her 
own language no longer existed. On enquiry she discovered that the mapping was still 
in some old people's minds. She obtained a grant to produce a map with the 
traditional names on it and also produced another map in Yugam, another traditional 
language of the Kombumerris people.
Other ways to belong to particular country are through ceremony, and significant body 
marking, or clothing. Everyone knows that if you see a kilt, then there is some reference 
to Scotland in that item of clothing. Everyone knows that if you wear a feathered 
headdress, then that item has something to do with Native America. The South Pacific 
region has significant tribal tattooing that identifies the wearer with that region. 
Scarification in one particular way comes from Papua-New Guinea, and another form of 
it comes from parts of Africa. Thus people observe particular codes and beliefs to 
establish themselves as part of a particular country.
The body is the physical link between ourselves, our spirituality and the outside world. By 
how we present ourselves, we say who we are, and where we come from, as well as 
how we would wish to be perceived. We expose much of ourselves through our body 
marking and decoration, as well as our items of clothing and how we place ourselves.
I have mentioned previously that the act of invasion/colonisation that has been 
experienced by Aboriginal people in Australia has resulted in a significant dispossession 
which has left the contemporary Aboriginal artist with a number of problems to be 
resolved. For me, in order to have some "artistic" truth in developing my imagery, land 
and identity have posed particular problems.
A famous passage in Moby Dick describes Queepeg, a "counterpane of patchwork," 
carving the lid for his own coffin, striving to reproduce on it the twisted tattoos etched on 
his dying body:
"A n d  the ta tto o in g  has b e e n  the work o f  a  d e p a rte d  p ro p h e t a n d  seer o f  his island, who  
b y  those h ie rog lyph ic  marks, h a d  written o u t on his b o d y  a  co m p le te  theory o f  the
r
1 8 5
heavens a n d  the earth, a n d  a  m ystica l treatise on the  a rt o f a tta in in g  truth; so tha t 
Queepeg in his ow n p ro p e r person was a  rid d le  to  unfo ld ; a  w ondrous w ork in one  
volume; b u t whose mysteries n o t even  him self co u ld  read, though his ow n  live h e a rt b e a t  
against them; a n d  these mysteries w ere therefore destined  in the e n d  to  m ou lde r a w a y  
the living p a rch m e n t w hereon they  w ere inscribed, a n d  so b e  unsolved to  the  last. A n d  
this thought it m ust h a ve  b e e n  suggested  to A h a b  tha t w ild  exc lam ation  o f  his. when  
one morning, turning a w a y  from  surveying p o o r Q u e e p e g  - ‘Oh. devilish tanta lisation o f 
the g ods I""*
In the South Pacific Region, rank, status, achievements, membership, and even life 
history, are some of the reasons why people were, or are, tattooed. Tattoo can be 
used to mark rank although sometimes its absence is also important. The paramount 
chief of Maui in the Hawaiian Islands in 1788 had half circles tattooed on either side of a 
partially shaved head.87
The taame was the fan of Hawaii. According to Hawaiian oral tradition, this motif 
tattooed on the shoulder of a regional chief, together with the symbol of the district, 
showed who he was. The number of times the symbol was repeated indicated the 
number of warriors under his command. The Tahitian chiefs had more tattoos than 
other people. The designs were stars, circles, lozenges and other figures but also 
patterns taken from nature. The complete head-to-toe tattoo of the Marquesans, and 
the almost complete tattoo of the Easter Islanders, probably also depended on rank or 
achievement.88
In New Zealand, various tribal ranking's could be read in the tattoo. Interpreting the 
symbols of moko,89 the Maori facial tattooing applied only to people of rank, it is 
possible to establish the mana Maori social position and status of its wearer, the line of 
descent and tribal affiliations.90 The moko becomes a personal signature.
There were also corresponding female ranks with graphic depiction in moko. 
Occasionally the highest ranking individual in the waka or confederation was female, 
who would then be the taiopuru and given the rights and privileges that go with the 
rank. The non-hereditary female ranks were appointed by parents, superiors, or tribal 
council as kaitahutahu arikinui or ariki and included women who had special functions 
such as teachers of weaving.
Moko served to identify people of rank, to give recognition to achievers, and to provide 
a clearly identifiable authority structure. These latter elements were a result of being able
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fo "read" the tattoos. The tattoo was thus a system of giving information as well as 
visibly supporting the status system91
Information carried by the moko was the same over the whole country, though it may 
have been given in slightly different ways, depending on the tribal moko style, individual 
artists and local innovations.
The face is divided in particulars ways and is given the names, ngakaipikirau, ngunga, 
tiwhana, uirere, uma, raurau, taiohou, wairua, and taitoto. This covers the whole area 
of the face and the jaw. Locality and rank were readable not only by "reading" each 
section, but by how much had been left out.92
The body had particular names in terms of tattooing as well. These were te marau, 
kitemaimaru, kokongapere, hinewaimaru, keiwaitahi, iwihono. and te karu.93
The women also had particular tattooing on both face and body. The top lip may 
have had lines (ngutu poroporo) on it indicating the tribe or lineage. A half completed 
lip was a sign of the fourth line of a family. If completed, still with a gap, it represented 
the third line. If there were two lines above the top lip the woman was of the second 
line of descent. A line over the lip plus semi circles at the corners meant the wearer was 
a slave who was raised in rank. The bottom lip was darkened. In the 18th century, this 
was almost the only female moko seen although it was sometimes associated with a 
small spot on the chin. There were a number of other body tattoo areas for women. 
These were called, warunga, pakipaki, takitaki, wharakarkau or genital tattoo, ihu, 
moko kuri and moku tapu.94
Young Maori men in particular are observing this tattooing ritual once again, as both a 
form of mana and identity. While I was in New Zealand, a number of young Maori 
women showed me contemporary moko they had tattooed on their heads, under their 
hair. In both these instances, they were copying an idea of Maoridom that was both 
observably Maori and therefore identifying. These markings were as important for the 
observer as they were for the person themselves. I observed that the same intention 
appeared to be contained in the incarcerated Aboriginal people I discussed earlier. In 
this case, the Maori men and women in many instances had done their body tattooing 
while themselves incarcerated. However, the traditional Maori structure of authority is 
profoundly different to the Aboriginal one, where, traditionally, there are no designated 
leaders with authority to speak for the group.
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Peter Sutton wrote in the book, Dreamings - Art of Aboriginal Australia:
"The b o d y  is also ana logous to  ce re m o n ia l kn ow ledge ; it is an  outs ide m ore  o r less 
readily a va ilab le  to  pe rcep tion , a n d  an  inside w hich b eco m e s  g ra sp e d  only with  
revelation.
If we explore this a little further through looking at Kngwarreye, an Aboriginal woman 
artist (now deceased), we can first of all understand different perceptions between 
Aboriginal and non Aboriginal in relation to art/body/land/spirit. My own development 
of imagery exists in the context of these perceptions. In an article in The Weekend 
Australian, Rodney Gooch, an Alice Springs based arts adviser is quoted, in explaining 
the "pressure" on Kngwarreye in relation to her art production:
"You h a ve  to  unde rs tand  som e o th e r  b a c k g ro u n d  to  understand  w h a t it's like for her 
today. . . . used to  b e  an  outcast, a lm ost in Ind ian terms an  un touchab le . She was 
married b u t she was barren. To n o t h a ve  ch ild ren in an  A bo rig ina l co m m u n ity  is a  g re a t  
disgrace a n d  like a n y  o th e r w om an  in the  sam e position, she was tre a te d  as a  very low ly  
m em ber o f her com m unity. 'w
The article goes on to say that Kngwarreye learnt painting when the Utopia women 
started painting and batik in the 70s, but that the other women laughed at her efforts.
What the writer of the article did not understand is that those Aboriginal women who do 
not have children, do so for a variety of reasons. Many of these reasons are directly 
related to the health status of Aboriginal women.97 This perceived infertility is not 
regarded as a "failure" of womanhood in any sense and her status is not diminished by 
childlessness. Children are neither the "property" of one person, nor is motherhood the 
"product" that proves feminine value in Kngwarreye's culture.98 Diane Bell notes in her 
essay, "Women's Business is Hard Work: Central Australian Aboriginal Women's Love 
Rituals":
“C rucia l to  their status is their re la tionship to  A bo rig ina l Law. In seeking to  m a ke  p la in  to  
whites the  im p o rta n ce  o f  their Law, Aborig ines d ra w  upon  an  e x te n d e d  work m etaphor. 
The Law  is te rm e d  'business' a n d  is m a d e  up  o f  'w om en 's  business' a n d  'm en 's  
business'. N o  p erjo ra tive  overtones a d h e re  to  the  qua lifica tion  o f  business as womens. 
Ritual a c tiv ity  is classed as 'w o rk ' a n d  partic ipan ts  as 'w orkers ' o r 'owners'. The 
storehouse for ritua l ob jec ts  is know n as the 'o ffice '. Ritual is in d e e d  work for
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f\borigines, fo r it is here  tha t they  lo c a te  the  responsibility o f  m a in ta in ing  their fam ilies a n d  
their land.
Long before Kngwarreye's involvement with batik, she was involved in ceremonial body 
painting, as significant an area of painting as the ground or land, if we shift the 
concept of Western Desert art, to the idea of it as the body. The artist inscribes paint 
work from the ceremonial context in the spirit of body painting, thus the body js the land, 
the land is. the body. For example, in Kngwarreye's five works, “Untitled 1-5," painted in 
1990 at Utopia Station, Northern Territory, irregular stripes are painted horizontally on five 
canvases, each 135.0 x 104.5 c.m. using synthetic polymer paint. The paintings depict 
the lines that the women paint on the top half of their body in the traditional painting 
ceremony.’®
The accompanying publication for the exhibition notes "(Kngwarreye) was a respected 
elder of the community, this Dreaming was important to her."’0’ In the same publication 
there is another work by Gloria Petyarre, consisting of horizontal lines in the bottom third, 
while the top left hand side of the work consists of vertical lines and the top right hand 
corner has curved horizontal lines. This work, titled "B ody P a in t," is in synthetic polymer 
paint on canvas sized 90.0 x 61.0 cm, and was completed at Utopia, Northern Territory 
in 1996.102
This work is described as follows:
“This p a in tin g  represents the lines th a t a re  p a in te d  on a  w om an 's  b o d y  during  ce rta in  
rituals. These w om en 's  cerem onies p la y  an  im p o rta n t p a r t in A bo rig ina l culture, a n d  
their im p o rta n ce  is taugh t to  ch ild ren a t  a  very young age. The w om en ado rn  their 
bodies w ith sa c re d  symbols to  honour the spirit (the lam a). They sing a n d  c h a n t a n d  
co m e  to g e th e r as o ne  b o d y  to  ask for p ro te c tio n  a n d  g u id a n c e  o f the  spirit. “ ,03
My own development of imagery in the context of these perceptions was clear cut. In 
placing the images of such ladies as Ruby Langford Ginibi, Eileen Morgan and others, 
as well as my own form, on a familiar landscape, I am also inscribing a ceremonial 
context in the spirit of the body, making the body as land, and the land as body. By 
extending this imagery to my sandpainting, I inscribe once again, through the paintings, 
the spirit of the body onto a ceremonial centre, land.
189
When discussing Yothu Yindi, the contemporary Aboriginal band from Yirrkala, Kev 
Carmody, Aboriginal singer and songwriter explains the different perceptions and 
experiences of this music,
“So, you know, they  fou n d  a  m a rke t n iche. It's n o t Yothu Yindi w ho  d o  it - b u t they  
found a  w a y  to  m a rke t the  music. Because th a t is w h a t music is fo r m ainstream , it's  a  
saleable com m od ity . A n d  th a t is n o t w h a t w e 're  ta lking a b o u t as b lackfe ilas, w e 're  
talking a b o u t a  cu ltu ra l reality, a  spiritual reality. "m
Kngwarreye's status within her community - who she was - is of as much interest as her 
artistic achievements. Whether she had children or not was irrelevant to this position.
She never said much about her work but what she has did say, "M y coun try  is m e ," is 
salient to how the link between her art and her country were the significant relationship 
for her.105 If we shift our concepts of body to land then we understand that Kngwarreye, 
through her paintings, was constantly giving life to body/land. In fact that she was able 
to support much of her extended family and take care of those issues related to spiritual 
survival gave her great status in the community. This status was because of a patterning 
on the land itself in this way. Through her painting she could co-join body/land /spirit 
and therefore nurture and provide for the next generation which was a spiritual 
obligation. Once again we look at Kngwarreye's rare statements on her work "MY 
COUNTRY IS ME." To look at Kngwarreye's work is to look at her body and her country 
as one.
On the other hand, Bancroft's painting, "M y Land  E scape ," a work 160 x 160 cm, 
gouache painted on paper, and featuring a man and a woman floating over an 
abstracted landscape with intricate patterning defining the human shapes, is another 
way of identifying "home" and "belonging" through body. Bancroft articulates a 
notion of an internal world and an external world meeting. She says of this painting:
"The title o f  this work is a  p la y  on words, re ferring  to  the European trad ition  o f  la n dsca p e  
painting. The m a le  a n d  fem a le  figures flo a t ove r the  land, their bod ies  im b u e d  with  
co lo u r a n d  symbol. "m
In the light of the fact that there has been much current feminist writing on the distortion 
and misrepresentation of the female body, it is interesting for me to explore an 
empowering female imagery as it relates to my concept of the indigenous. The body 
images that currently surround all women are to do with clear objectification in order to 
consume or be consumed. Thus women lose their spiritual self through lack of daily
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confirmation of an image that gives identity and belonging. This applies as much to 
dispossessed indigenous women, as it does to the whole of the female population, 
particularly in developed Western countries.
For these reasons I use the female body shape to encapsulate those broader spiritual 
abstractions and bring them to rest in a form that is, on one hand, so fragile, and on the 
other hand, can be representative of everything that was or can be. My body is me as 
your body is you. It is accessible and familiar and I feel the need to imbue it with more 
than solitary consumerism. How can I make a shape into a body? How can I give that 
body meaning and identity, familiarity and strength, power and spirituality? These are 
some of the questions I have had to answer. In doing so I have had to develop the 
premises described here related to body and ritual and how they are related to land 
and belonging.
Body in my work is both on the landscape and within the landscape. The country is 
contained within the body. The body is giving life to country, and so on. Both Jennifer 
Hoff107 and Andree Rosenfeld108 in their presentation of form and schematisation of the 
human form, in the context of carved and painted human figures in north-east Arnhem 
Land, show that the use of a figure is not literal portraiture of an existent being, but a 
representation illustration of Ancestral beings or tangible spiritual forms. This has most 
certainly become the case with my female figures. In my relationship with them, it is also 
my way of placing myself onto the landscape.
Thus, such body markings as South Pacific Island and Maori tattooing also become a 
representational illustration of a connection to land, although, interestingly in 
contemporary terms, they have become a form of rebellion as well as identification. 
Many women, in particular, are getting tattoos on the skull where hair can grow over 
and the tattoo can be hidden or shown. Either consciously or subconsciously, they are 
placing themselves on both the landscape they currently occupy albeit "in your face," 
as well as on a traditional spiritual landscape.
However, many women of the South Pacific Region, will not be completely tattooed in 
the traditional way and most are not getting these traditional markings done at all. 
Maori and Islander women have told me the same thing. The reasoning is that it is not 




"Since m id d le  cbss w om en h ave  b ee n  sequestered from  the world, iso la ted from one  
another, a n d  their he ritage  subm erged  with e ach  generation , they a re  m ore  d e p e n d e n t  
than m en a re  on the cu ltu ra l m odels on offer, a n d  m ore  likely to  b e  im prin ted  b y  them. 
M arina W arner's M onum ents a n d  M aidens explains how  it com es a b o u t th a t ind iv idua l 
m en's nam es a n d  faces a re  enshrined in m onum ents, supp o rted  b y  id e n tica l 
anonym ous (a n d  'b e a u tifu l')  s tone w om en. That situation is true o f cu ltu re  in genera l. 
Given few  ro le  m odels in the world, w om en seek them  on the  screen a n d  the glossy 
page .
In this, indigenous women who live in contemporary times are no different from any other 
women. However their rejection of their vital and identifying cultural ornamentation in 
favour of a Western concept of beauty, further undermines the connection to land that 
gives identity to indigenous women. Expressions of Western beauty in terms of hair and 
face decoration, and fashion, are judged in terms of individual taste, and fashion of the 
time: this means of expression is accepted.
Tattooing and other body markings are regarded as an abhorrent mutilation, thus 
effectively consigning indigenous cultural practices to the "outlandish" basket. Angela 
Davis notes in Women, Culture and Politics, that even though genital mutilation is 
regarded as abhorrent by the students she has had to teach over the years, they rarely 
seem disturbed by the lengths to which some women in their own country will go in order 
to alter their bodies surgically for the purpose of conforming to Western standards of 
beauty, which have nothing to do with land and interlinked identity.110 The current 
"tribal" fashion of tattooing and piercing, apart from appearing to be a rebellion from 
an imposed aesthetic of physical beauty on women, appears also to be an attempt to 
get in touch with those elements of spirituality that define belonging through marking.
Aboriginal people throughout Australia have their own body scarring and body 
painting rituals. Both body scarring and body painting are inextricably linked to 
dancing and song, which in turn form part of elaborate cultural rituals relating back to 
land in various ways.11' With the discovery of the Loke Mungo burial site and the 
dating of the ochre found there, as well as the Jinmium research,1,2 we can say that 
these traditions were rooted in over 60,000 years of practice and have only been 
disrupted in comparatively recent times. Much of it still survives today. The patterning 
and decoration is pre-set and people are not free to change it at will. It must conform 
to ancient lore related to the right to own and paint inherited designs.1’3
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With scarification, pain is an integral part of the process and it was seen as an essential 
part of spiritual development to willingly bear this pain."4 It is not surprising therefore, 
that pain was tolerated so willingly, over long periods of time, as surgeon artists worried 
over the correct placing of ritual line and technique. The finished result showed a series 
of raised, pigmented welts. The technique used varied from place to place, but, as with 
the Maori people of New Zealand,'15 Invariably involved cutting and lifting the skin, 
and rubbing ash, ochre, or other ground substances into the open wound which 
resulted in keloid scarring forming."6
With body painting, the body assumes a character far removed from everyday 
appearance. People painted themselves up for ceremonies with coloured pigments, 
white clay, and ochres. Much that is relevant has been said about body painting for 
ceremonial purposes relating to Ancestors Beings and seasonal ceremonies, such as the 
"Kunapipi" ceremony that I have earlier described. It is interesting to note that body 
paint, particularly ochre, was believed to have magical powers by Aboriginal people 
throughout Australia. In some areas, white clay has the power to make ordinary people 
extraordinary. It has such special regard that it is stored away for ceremonial use only. 
Even today, the association of painting with the power of sorcery is common throughout 
Australia.117
Jennifer Isaacs, in her book. Arts of the Dreaming - Australia's Living Heritage, 
commented on the significance of body art:
"The last occas ion  on w hich the d a n  designs a re  p a in te d  on a  person's b o d y  is a t his or 
her funeral. The p a in tin g  m a y  b e  on the  b o d y  o r on the lid  o f  the  coffin. The design 's  
com p lex ity  d e p e nd s  on the  d e c e a s e d  person's leve l o f  ce re m o n ia l im portance . The 
funera l pa in tings re a ch  their m ost im po rtan t leve l a n d  c o n ve y  m ost in form ation when the  
person is an  e ld e r statesm an with d e e p  ritua l kn o w le d g e  a n d  g re a t responsibility. The 
paintings a re  d o n e  b y  one  o r several m en in a  shelter a w a y  from  the rest o f  the  
com m unity, g u a rd e d  b y  others to  ke ep  ch ild ren from bo thering  them  o r in terfering with  
the  execu tion  o f the  design. Usually outsiders a re  fo rb idden  access a n d  p ho tog raphs  
are  n o t p e rm itte d  e x c e p t as the c lan 's  ow n records. " n8 I
I have talked about body marking as a ritual and ceremonial connection to land in 
different cultures. Within Aboriginal society, body painting and scarification is 
connected to ceremony incorporating dancing, song, and other creative rituals, 
including the placement of rocks, leaves, or other parts of nature in particular ways. 
Sandpainting has been a significant way for Aboriginal people to maintain those links
with land that allow strong identity. Both body decoration and ceremony allowed 
each individual to step outside that body in a sense, and place it on the landscape in a 
way that the body demands.
With the dispossession of Aboriginal people through invasion, this link with ceremony 
and land is tenuous at best, particularly for urban dwelling Aboriginal people, and for 
those who have come under the Aboriginal Protection Act, in one way or another. 119 
As a contemporary art practitioner, I had to work out a way of incorporating my art 
practice in a ceremonial sense to my connection to land, or Mother Earth, as I 
understood it. I had to place my own body, through my relationship with particular 
women, onto the landscape in order to become part of that landscape.
I have explained how I developed my figures through the old ladies I had been with 
over the previous few years, including my adoptive mother, Ruby Langford Ginibi. I 
have explained how I used those images as a metaphor of Mother Earth, and from that 
attempted to articulate those ideas of conception, birth, life, and death, not only as I 
had experienced them, but as these women had experienced this whole life circle, and 
how love had helped them to survive. I have tried to explain how, logically to me, this 
represented an accessible and familiar concept of Mother Earth that was identifiable in 
terms of my Aboriginality as well as in terms of my understanding of a feminist concept of 
women's spirituality. I have also explained how I came to use a number of different 
mediums, including goldleaf, to represent particular personal experiences. What I am 
attempting to explain in my explorations of the idea of body marking, and of ceremony 
as it is related to identification to land, is the importance not only of specific land as 
“home" to the heart and soul, the essence of spirituality, but the holistic nature of that 
belonging. It is vital in terms of identification and understanding to “belong" to 
homelands. It is not observable in the sense that it is a circle that is incomplete without 
oneself at the centre of it. The identification, the belonging, comes first of all from within 
oneself through recognising certain basic facts and following them through to “home."
I
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LAND, b e l o n g in g  a n d  h o m e .
By exploring that idea of "home" as it relates to belonging and identity, I could make 
comparisons between Australian Aboriginal people and other indigenous peoples I 
have met in order to come further into my own understanding. In this way I can give life 
to the context. While I was in New Zealand, I came across a very moving description of 
a Marae and what it represents. What is the Marae? Why do people gather there? If 
nourishment cannot flow from the roots to the leaves, the plant dies, so Maori people 
say. If the nutrients of Maoridom cannot find expression upon the Marae then this 
culture will surely die.
The Marae is the place of greatest spirituality, a place that heightens people's dignity, 
and the place where Maori customs are given ultimate expression. It is the place where 
the heights of spirituality, prestige, and custom are practiced. The Marae is the place 
where Maori people stand tall upon Mother Earth and speak. The Marae is the place 
where they can express themselves and share their emotion, not only with the living but 
with the dead, with all those generations who are long gong ki tua o te arai (beyond 
the veil).
A Marae needs people as people need a Marae. People whose families share day to 
day caring and sharing continue the tradition of the Maori in the same way that Betty 
Tso of the Big Mountain Legal Office, regarded day to day occupancy of land. The 
tangata whenua (the people of the land, the hosts) are the foundation of the Marae.
Yet they need manuhiri (visitors) I was told - people for whom they can provide a 
service. On the day of the Marae opening, Ruby and I were the manuhiri (visitors) and 
we were honoured.
So the Marae is not just a meeting place, or a place of ordered worship. It is the family 
home of generations that have gone before. This spiritual aspect of the Marae is its most 
important facet. For Maori people, while standing in the Marae, all others will give their 
respect and allow the speaker to go on without interruption. In return, the same 
courtesy is extended to the next speaker, and the one after that, whether there is 
agreement or not. All ancestors are the silent listeners and their voices also echo forever 
around the Marae. The Marae contains conception, birth, life, and death. It contains 
the life cycle of every Maori person who has been, is present, and all those unborn 
generations to come. It is each Maori person's turangawaewae (standing place).
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Maori people who have no Marae have no turangawaewae (standing place). They 
do not have the right and privilege of standing and speaking. They do not belong. 
Conversely Maori who belong to a Marae know that they have the right to stand and 
express their views in their Marae. They know that they have the right to be heard. They 
are home. This feeling of belonging is profound. It is a fulfilment and affirmation of 
identity, culture, and spirituality linked directly to land.
Hiwi and Pat Tauroa of Ngapuhi and Ngai Tahu, explain their feelings about their own 
Marae, Te Patunga in their work, Te Marae - A Guide to Customs and Protocol’20
"While I s fa n d  here  on you. M o the r Earth, I fee l safe, fo r I know  tha t on this very p la c e  
others have  s too d  b e fo re  m e  - m y  ancestors. They s tood  here; they w e p t here; they  
p la nn e d  here, they resp on d ed  to  the  ka ra ng a  (ca ll o f  w e lcom e); they  expe rie n ced  the  
pow hiri (the  w e lco m e  itself); they e xch a n g e d  greetings a n d  thoughts. M y father, m y  
grand fa the r, a n d  his fa th e r - they  s to o d  then as I d o  now. We honour you M o the r  
Earth; b y  you a ll life is sustained; you g ive  us food ; from  you g ro w  the  forest trees - they  
share their seeds; from  you springs the harakeke  (flax) from w hich w e  m a ke  our baskets; 
from you c o m e  the  dyes th a t co lou r our a rte fa c ts  a n d  houses.
From the ch ild ren o f  Tane - the trees - w e have  b ee n  a b le  to d ra w  fire. A n d  Tone's 
ch ild ren - the  birds - find  fo o d  a n d  b ranches in w hich to  nest a n d  multiply.
Our bod ies  will re turn to  you aga in ; it is you w ho  will g u a rd  them  a n d  use them  as you 
will. M o the r Earth, h o w  p ro u d  w e  a re  to  b e  your trustees during  our lifetime. Just as our 
ancestors g if te d  you to  us. so m a y  w e  g ift you to  future generations, th a t they  m a y  share  
with you a n d  c a re  for you.
M a rae -a tea , rep resen ta tive  o f  M o the r Earth, w e  share life a n d  d e a th  with you. How  
c lea rly  I see m y  p e o p le  s tam p ing  on you in h a ka  - 'Ka eke  ki ti w iw i‘ - sharing a m o n g  
themselves, a n d  with you, their p rid e  a n d  con fid e nce . I hear, too, the  b e ll tolling as m y  
kuia (g ra n dm o th e r) is taken a w a y  - ki ton a  okiok inga  (to  he r resting p lace ). I h e a r the  
wailing; I ca n  p ic tu re  the  h u p e  (m ucus) a n d  ro im a ta  (tears) falling, fo r I also c rie d  here  
for m y father. I know  th a t you h a ve  a b so rb e d  the ro im a ta  o f  m y p e o p le . "
The Marae itself is built as a woman, to represent Paptuanuku, the original Creation 
Mother. Hiwi Tauroa describes both the way the Marae has been built as well as his 
feelings about it -
I
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"/ know b y  the w id th  a n d  leng th  o f  your arms th a t they  a re  a il-em brac ing  a n d  tha t your 
back is also very strong. Like your ancesto r rep resen ted  in the  tekoteko, the  b a c k  must 
be strong, for you must con tinue  to stand, to  resist the elements, a n d  to  b e  a  sign o f  
strength a n d  perm anence.
I know th a t w ithin you s tan d  the p o u p o u  - the c a rv e d  symbols representing our close  
ancestors. I know  th a t ton ig h t I will choose  to  s leep  as c lose to m y ow n p o u p o u  as 
possible, though m y ka um a tu a  will h a ve  the  first ch o ic e  o f  p lace .
I know  th a t b e tw e e n  your poup>ou a re  the  tuku pane ls w oven b y  our wom en. They 
represent the  foundations o f  ou r spirituality, the  w he tu  rangi, associating us w ith the stars; 
the n iho taniwha, representing strength; the  a raw ha ta , le a d in g  us to the spiritual heaven; 
and the patiki, representing the  fo o d  tha t is essential for our phys ica l wellbeing.
I know  th a t your ribs a re  d e c o ra te d  a n d  tha t the  ko w w a iw h a i patte rns on them  are  b o th  
beau tifu l a n d  m eaningfu l, jo in ing  the  ancestors from  one  side o f  the  house with those  
from the other.
A n d  I know  tha t your fe e t a re  firm ly p la n te d  on M o the r Earth, as a re  the fe e t o f  the  
children o f  Tane M ahuta , the  trees. You s tan d  now , as d id  Tone M a ju ta , keep ing  the  
Sky Father, Ranginui, s e p a ra te d  from the Earth M other, Papatuanuku, so th a t w e  m a y  
have  ligh t a n d  life.
W hare tipuna, w e  w ho  honour you will b e  p ro te c te d  b y  you. We will ta lk a n d  laugh, 
a n d  then s leep  in p e a ce . From the  p o u p o u  (c a rv e d  panels), from  the tahuhu  
(ridgepo le ), from  the p o u  to ko m a n a w a  (ce n tra l c a rv e d  posts), there  will softly d e sce n d  
upon us the c lo a k  o f  our ancestors. We will b e  p ro te c te d , as only they c a n  p ro te c t us. 
There is no  g re a te r w arm th  than th a t passed on to  us b y  those w ho  h a ve  g o n e  b e fo re  
us. There is no  g re a te r p e a c e  than tha t w h ich our ancestors co n fe r upon  us.
No, you a re  n o t just a  house. You live; a n d  b eca u se  you live, w e  c a n  live. A n d  as w e  
p o u r ou r warm th, ou r love, a n d  our p e a c e  in to  your timbers, in to  your designs, in to  your 
body , so m a y  w e  d ra w  from  you a  g re a te r share o f  love. A n d  you will g ive  love  a n d  
p ro te c tio n  to  the  genera tions w ho  will shelter within you, long  a fte r I a m  c a lle d  b y  Hine- 
nui-te -po  (G oddess o f  Death). It is your p resence  th a t tells us tha t w e  still live. If you 
co llapse  a n d  fall, w e  h ave  fa iled  you a n d  w e  shall surely die. "U1
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This sense of "home," of "belonging," in relation to land is encapsulated in a number of 
ways in Aboriginality and it is different according to the country. For example, this song 
from Central Australia states;
"They c a m e  when there  was darkness a n d  silence a n d  the earth  was barren a n d  co ld . 
They c a m e  from the sky, e m e rg e d  through the g ro u n d  a n d  trave lled  across land, 
these w ere  our ancestors. This was the d aw n  o f  Creation.
This was the Ju ku rrp a . . .D ream tim e.
As the sun m o the r w a rm e d  the  earth  with he r rays, life is b o r n . . .
This is our heritage.
These a re  our sa c re d  grounds. This is the D ream ing  w e  paint. "122 
This is part of a "Jukurrpa" ceremony about Creation.123
Although we hold those connections to spiritual homeland dear, most of us no longer 
have our ceremonies, our dreamings Djon Mundine notes in the catalogue, 
Tyerabarrbowarvaou II. I Shall Never Become A White Man that only about ten percent 
of Aboriginal people can gain from the Mabo legislation as most would be unable to 
prove continuous connection to their spiritual homelands.124 Art then, and how it is 
practised becomes an important link in the chain connecting "home" to "us." That link is 
a spiritual link that must take in our realities and individual experiences, if it is to make an 
ongoing contemporary sense. If we are on a foreign shore, for example, and hear our 
familiar tongue, or see a familiar face, we are happy. We run towards what we know, 
what belongs to us. The rest is foreign. We observe as tourists but it is not what we 
know.
In this way I include a landscape that is known and familiar. It incorporates the 
European notion of a vanishing horizon. It places landscape on the map of the human 
heart. In the development of my landscaping, I am informed by Albert Namitjira who I 
mention in another part of this work. I had been aware of Albert Namatjira's 
landscapes from the time when I was a small child. These works were always presented 
as "Aboriginal" in the sense that I understood, that even an Aboriginal could do a 
passing imitation of European painting If he tried hard enough and was a "good 
boy."125 Within the same breath I always somehow heard what a drunk he was and 
how his relatives were bleeding him dry.
Since that time I have both studied his work and been to his country. Anne Blackwell 
notes that many people visiting Namitjura country, Aranda country, are amazed at the
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accuracy of his work, representing as it does, his landscape.126 Albert was given a 
basic education by the missionaries in Hermannsburg where he was raised, but he was 
also initiated into the Aranda system of metaphysics, obligations, and traditions. Art, of 
course is a vital part of this whole system. Later Albert learned to use water colours while 
working as a cameleer for Rex Batterbee and decided to paint commercially. Thus, of 
course the works reflect the country of Namitjura, Aranda country, where Albert spiritually 
belonged.
Using Western watercolour paint and techniques he painted many landscapes. What 
many non-Aboriginal people did not understand was that he was showing the rest of the 
world the living title held by his people to the lands to which they belonged. No-one 
asked about the country he was painting, or the Dreamings that made that country 
important to him. The buyers did not recognise the Aboriginal law which bound him to 
the land that he painted.
With his use of traditional European classical landscape painting, to express his tribal 
relationship to his landscape with its many religious sites, the Hermannsburg School was 
the first significant transitional art movement to emerge from traditional Aboriginal 
Australia.127
In presenting a notion of land as a place of belonging and home I am attempting to 
transcend those concepts that we have of "hearth and home." As much as this is an 
important element in representing simple everyday life, the notion also encompasses 
religiousness, ritual and ceremony. It also requires a "voice," a language, and context. 
This combination allows for a sense of "right," a sense of belonging. Within the Marae it 
is the ability to talk unfettered just as direct ancestors have done, surrounded by a 
building (Marae) that is built in the prescribed way to represent Creation origins. This 
may well be reflected in your body markings as well. The Marae needs people to live.
With Hopi, Navajo and Dinet this sense of land/belonging comes in the same way, 
through day to day occupancy just as ancestors have done forever, through constant 
reference to Creation and through ritual and ceremony that essentially requires yourself, 
your body, as the centre. The land and the culture needs people.
With Aboriginality the same track to land is observed. However, with dispossession the 
threads that bind people to land become abstracted. If we are not born there and do 
not have that day to day occupation and observance of ritual and ceremony, how 
then can we belong?
r
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Ultimately, the narrative must be a personal journey back that incorporates significant 
events and epiphany's. For me, these narratives become a visual construction which 




I have painted Gomileroi country, black soil plains country, surrounded in the distance 
by the ranges. This is my mother's country, the country where my youngest son was 
born, a place of birth and belonging. I continue its life in my work. The combinations 
of the landscapes I do then are both narratives of a European construction of an 
Australian landscape, and an Aboriginal narrative of a construction of an Australian 
landscape. How do we know land? There are differing presentations: conceptual, 
narrative, and representational. My landscape places all those parts of me in the 
centre.
I also use significant patterning that is informed from Gandangarra lands in outer south­
western Sydney, where I had my first experiences of belonging to the land, when I spent 
sometime in an ancient cave, as a child. This patterning is sometimes totemic and 
monolithic on the landscape; certainly always there, and clearly significant. I describe 
many levels in painting, all of them leading the viewer to both land and sacredness. To 
broaden this concept and take in those holistic aspects that break the two-dimensional 
framework, I was interested in incorporating ceremony that was recognisably ceremony, 
that made sense to both myself and a viewer.
One aspect of my investigation into ceremony in relation to land, concerned 
sandpainting. In an earlier chapter, I describe talking to contemporary Aboriginal artist, 
Kevin (Gavi) Duncan, when we were organising the Gomileroi (Moree) Mob show.
Gavi mentions, among other things, sandpainting as a tradition of the people of my 
area. On further discussions with Annie Maisie, a Gomileroi elder residing in Werris 
Creek, she also describes the sandpainting tradition of the area. Although she had 
never seen one created, she had heard of them as part of specific ceremonies, where 
there were "lots o f  o th e r things, like d a n c in g  a n d  that, g o in g  on. “,28
Sandpainting is also part of the Navajo tradition. Father Sky (Yaah-diklith beh-hasteen) 
and Mother Earth, (Nahas-tsan beh-assun) are features of most of the Navajo 
sandpaintings. They are not usually put there as part of any story, but because of an 
all-encompassing importance. When a Navajo sandpainting is created, it always has 
an opening towards the East so that evil cannot easily enter. This is part of its ritual.'29
According to Navajo legend, the Dinnet people, a sub-clan of the Navajo, were taught 
sandpainting as part of their sacred instruction from the Holy One, who sent instruction 
through such spirits as the Wind Ones.
Navajo sandpainting is exacting and the more time and care spent on it, the better the 
ultimate result. The rock must be first collected from the traditional Navajo areas. There 
are five basic colours; white, black, blue, yellow, and red.
The rocks from which the sand is made, are let dry completely before they are broken up 
and ground down. The sand flows through the hand, building the design. In recent 
times it is built onto a board then sprayed over in shellac or aquadhere to give it 
permanence.130 This, however, offends many Navajo and Dinnet as the practice 
ignores the ceremonial aspect of the sandpainting.
At the completion of the ceremony, the sand pointing is simply swept away, or if it is used 
as a healing ceremony, poured over the patient.'31 The ritual of applying the design 
and the tactile nature of the sand is almost mesmeric, and for this reason it is believed 
that the artisan goes into a holy state and that the Spirit directs her.
It is interesting for me to note here that the tradition of sandpainting at the remote 
Aboriginal community of Yuendemu and its link to sacred ceremonies. In 1971, the 
elders of that poople were presented with a problem to do with surrounding their 
children with their traditional culture while they attended a western style school. The old 
men converted their traditional sandpaintings with acrylic paint, to paintings on the 
doors of the school, thus in one easy step converting an age old and sacred ceremony 
into a contemporary expression. By doing this, these old men, consciously or not, 
showed a way for contemporary Aboriginal artists to access ceremonies related to land 
with neither appropriation nor other offence.132
Like all Aboriginal art, sand painting is a statement of cultural survival. Papunya Tula 
artists said in 1986:
"The sandpaintings w ere  a lways here  - they a re  still there. They will b e  there forever. We 
are  n o t 'turn ing our he ritag e  in to  cash - w e  w a n t the  w ho le  w orld  to  know  our culture. 
O ther A bo rig ina l p e o p le  have  shown the  w orld  their culture, w e  w a n t to  d o  the same. 
N ow  our a rt is re cogn ised  w o rldw ide  for itself. We k e e p  our sa c re d  he ritage  for 
ourselves, fo r our cerem onies a n d  for our children. We P apunya  artists h a ve  our cu ltu re  
a n d  w e  w a n t to  pass it on to  our children. In the  beg inn ing , p e o p le  d id  n o t g e t p a id
money for their art. It was only to  show the  ch ild ren the  stories o f  their culture, o f  w h a t 
our g rand fa the rs  ta u g h t us. The paintings show  our stories b u t on ly non -sacred  stories. 
The designs w e  use a re  the designs w e  always used. The dots a re  Just as trad itiona l as 
the circles a n d  o th e r designs, a n d  w e  use them  now  to  p a in t our country, the  bush 
foods, d iffe re n t p lants a n d  flowers. The style has c h a n g e d  b u t n o t the  message. "m
In many areas the material used in Aboriginal sandpainting in many areas, is a small 
flowering plant which is chopped up and the fibre divided into two piles, each to be 
separated and coloured with kaolin and red ochre. In very sacred ceremonies both 
blood and feathers are used and this sort of level could only be practiced by initiated 
men. If the uninitiated are exposed, mighty forces can be unleashed and much harm 
can result.134
The holes are made in the sand and slowly the pulp is built up dot by dot, circle by circle, 
in the same ritualistic way that the Dinnet people do their sandpaintings. Similarly, 
designs are destroyed while the relevant ceremony is in progress, or not long after the 
end of the ceremony.135
These designs in recent years have been transferred to board and canvas using acrylic 
paint and are the focus of the current interest in Aboriginal art. As I explained in an 
earlier paragraph, the old men of Yuendemu, and before them, the artists in Papunya, 
opened the door in many different ways to the land. So we have the contemporary 
dot painting that informs so much so-called "urban" Aboriginal art.
Talking to the Gomileroi influenced my decision to work with sand as part of my visual 
work and developing imagery. I did my first sandpainting at the Tin Sheds Gallery in 
1989 as the central and ceremonial part of an exhibition that incorporated four other 
women in a group called ”2 + 2 = 5." Once I had completed this sandpainting, I 
documented it and talked to Hector Griffin of Breeza, an old man of the Gomileroi 
people, old Mr. French of Moree, an elder of the Gomileroi people, and Annie Maisie, 
another elder of the Gomileroi people. I was very well aware at this stage that I was 
treading on egg shells. However, they gave me their blessing and encouragement with 
the understanding that I must develop my own imagery, and that sandpainting was a 
central part of any ceremony, not just a decoration. In other words, they told me to do 
it well, and to do it with respect.
The texture and colour of the sand is lovely to work with, and requires skill and patience 
to achieve perfection of design. Much of the work is slow, backbreaking, and
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mechanical and the mind weaves stories around the sand in order to sustain 
concentration. As my research shows the tradition of sandpainting is both ceremonial 
and impermanent adds to its spiritual connections in practice, for me.
Sandpainting can only be observed while it exists. It cannot be moved or sold. It is 
documented, of course, in the two dimensional forms of slide and photograph. It exists 
for a given period of time and finally it is dissolved to where it came from. It becomes a 
form of installation landscape. Sandpainting developed for me from my need to 
incorporate ceremony of land with my visual work. The imagery I have developed in 
my sandpainting is the thematic continuing of my imagery in my two dimensional works. 
This imagery is related to that cycle of conception, birth, life, and death, and renewal, 
that I understand to be the nature of Mother Earth, through the land itself. The 
substance of the work itself is the actual material substance of the land.
Having laid the sandpainting, the viewer observes it. As the viewer moves around both 
the wall works, the text, and the floor works, the sand dries the air that the viewer 
breathes and grabs the throat; it reaches the back of the throat and nostrils, and dries 
the eyes. Along with these wall works and sandpaintings, I have developed 
soundscape as part of the totality of presentation. The aural rhythm accompanying the 
work is incessant until it settles into the back of awareness and becomes part of the 
presentation.
In this way I give life and form to a concept of belonging to the land that has been 
"taken." In order fa  me to understand that concept of the land reclaiming me rather 
than me reclaiming the land, I had to develop a number of layers of personally 
significant aspects of imagery, that when put together as a ceremony, completely 
surrounded me and claimed me in a way that I could understand. In that way I give 
myself life as well as land.
An affirmation of the need to do this came when I went on a journey to Walgett and to 
Lightning Ridge. The heat was intense - it was the hottest recorded temperature in the 
state. It hit my gut when I observed the poverty and despair of Aboriginal people in 
Walgett. The clothes on the children were ragged as they were on the adults too. The 
houses were rundown. The place had such a desolate feel to it. The dust, the dogs 
and the drunkenness told me that hope was running short. The despair could be held 
in the hand like a solid object. As I live in the city, remote from Walgett, I do not see it 
daily. I hear about it so of course I know. Seeing the direct results of Australian history
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on Aboriginal people is a shock when you have not been to the country for a while.
How do my people bear this day to day despair and hopelessness?
We drove from Walgett to Lightning Ridge along that highway shimmering in the heat. 
The emu chicks, with their mothers were plentiful along the road. I told my friend that 
Gomileroi women are emu women and Gomileroi men are sand goanna men. The 
elders who had told me this were explaining why Gomileroi look and act the way we 
do. "They knew you were coming," my friend said. "Yes," I said, "my sisters here are 
putting out the welcoming mat." The kangaroos and the cockatoos were plentiful in 
that grey-green landscape. The red-grey dust of the country permeated my nostrils and 
dried my throat. The country, the heat, and the fauna took over my whole body, 
although I was definitely in a very modern car. I opened the car window. Was it 
beautiful? Of course it was beautiful, my European eye said. It held my mind, my body, 
my spirit, just as despair had held my mind, my body and my spirit when I saw how my 
people were in that town less than an hour away. This, I understood, is what sustained 
them in this country.
The land is important. As beautiful landscape it is important, but the priority is the 
identity it offers. The sense of "belonging" is physical as well as spiritual. It inhabits 
skin, bone, heart, and mind in the most elemental way. The land becomes almost 
beyond thought and awareness. Without it these people truly have nothing. To 
somehow immerse oneself with the land becomes, then, a primary way of filling 
oneself with life, in a world that offers less than nothing to an Aboriginal personl 
remind myself of this fact often. This is necessary because one of the problems of 
Aboriginally is that of over-romanticisation which in turn denies the realities of 
history, a perpetuation of a spiritual genocide that continues yet. Those people in 
Walgett had no money, no food, no education, no hope, and unless something is 
done, no future - land alone does not package the essential human needs that 
they lack. By the same token it is important for me to both define and remind 
myself in terms of this incredible relationship to land because it is the most elemental 
of Aboriginal identities - it rules ail else. The balance between this important reality 
and the genocidal romanticism I mention is very delicate. It is in a sense a viewing 
of a balance between the metaphysical and the physical worlds, and there is a 
point where it meets, or merges. I remind the reader that this is where my visual 
works intention is focused.
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TRANSITION(life) ABOUT SOME GHOSTS.
Around about the time of my birthday a few years ago. 
Ruby Langford Ginibi and I were doing one of our trips 
back to her country, Bundjalung country.
We called in at a particular homestead which was 
significant to Ruby's journeys. After taking a few 
photographs of her around the old abandoned school 
house, I left her sitting in the deserted stables while I went 
to get more film.
On returning to her, I found her all weepy. I knew of 
course. I too had heard the clink of a long ago stirrup 
and heard the snuff and whinney of the horses - the 
guttural voices as the men's ghosts spoke the lingo while 
they got ready for another phantom ride across 
Bundjalung country. We sat in that stable, still and quiet, 
as this ghostly work team of Bundjalung stock men 
moved all around and about us.
Further down the road on the property, we visited the old 
homestead, now uninhabited. We checked out the old 
Teatree stills, marvelling that they still stood. Teatree oil 
was being stilled long before the Europeans came to this 
country.
One of the first places established by Europeans in this 
area was this property we were visiting. They moved all 
the Bundjalung men down here to be stock men. The 
history of this area talks of the stock counts and moves, 
the horsemen, the timber industry. It talks of the mighty 
homesteads built and the mighty fortunes made that 
ensure to this day, that the descendants occupy powerful 
places in industry, society and government. It does not 
talk of Ruby's grandfather, Sam Anderson, who died 
alone in a drover's hut like an old drover's dog after 
working hard for the property owner all his life.
History is silent about the bora ring existing on this 
property and Dirragan's cries in the storm. It does not 
tell of the original occupiers who even now occupy that 
land.
A little later we drove down the road a while, heading for 
Black Butt Lagoon. We found that we could not drive 
right up to this place. I left Ruby sitting in the car because 
her old legs weren't up to the walk of about a kilometre 
or so through the bush. The owner of the property 
accompanied me, chattering away. At the site, I 
managed to lose him as I set up my cameras once again. I
I heard a splashing of water and looked to see what was 
going on. Nothing. Then I heard the laughter and
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yelling of children. They seemed to occupy the whole 
edge of the lagoon, right up to the rushes. I looked - 
nothing.
When I smelled the smoke of the fires and heard the soft 
voices of the women nearby and the heavier voices of 
the men once again, all talking lingo, I knew I was living 
side by side in a landscape of ghosts.
Their day to day occupations of talking, swimming and 
cooking, fishing and hunting, told me that I was the 
visitor. Like a visitor, I spied for a minute. I took in the 
sounds I could hear and the smells I could smell. Then I 
quietly packed my cameras and tip-toed away. I was 
the intruder.
I went back to the car where the owner was now talking 
to Ruby. This person was rude and insensitive in my view, 
so I said nothing while he was there, but Ruby, by her 
look, knew everything. This was HER country.
After we dropped this person off, I told Ruby of my 
experiences as we drove down the road towards the 
gate. Ruby knew exactly what I was talking of, because 
she was hearing and feeling this ghostly occupation of 
time and land frequently as she moved around her 
country.
Without Ruby being a mother to me, I would not have 
seen or heard these things I write on. These things I 
experienced through Ruby Langford Ginibi gave life to 
the land I was moving on. My life was part of this life I 
describe. After all I was living it.
Wherever I moved on the landscape, there seemed to be 
an Aboriginal woman, big and motherly, to show me the 
way. In this way, my vision of the landscape became 
incorporated with these familiar and loved figures. Like 
Ruby, this woman's' shape, this woman's image, came to 
represent this life I was experiencing on this landscape. 
Ultimately these shapes came to represent the "spirit" of 
the land itself. They were an active life force in my life as I 
lived it, and now they came to be a metaphor for the life 
force of the land. In this way I could connect myself to a 
landscape, and understand its significance.
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ATTACHMENT!.
D A Y  O F  M O U R N I N G  C O M M I T T E E
M A N I F E S T O  O F  A B O R I G I N A L  C I T I Z E N S  R I G H T S  C O N F E R E N C E  A N D  D A Y  O F  
M O U R N I N G  P R O T E S T
A u s t r a lia  Fla il ( n o w  M a n d a r i n  C l u b )  J a n u a r y  2 6 t h , 19 3 8 .
T h e  2 6 th  o f  J a n u a r y ,  19 3 8 , is n o t  a  d a y  o f  r e jo ic in g  f o r  A u s t r a l i a 's  
A b o r i g i n e s ; it is a  d a y  o f  m o u r n i n g . This fe s tiv a l o f  1 5 0  y e a r s  ( t h e  S y d n e y  
19 3 8  s e s q u i - c e n t e n a r y )  o f  s o - c a l l e d  " p r o g r e s s "  in  A u s t r a l i a  
c o m m e m o r a t e s  a ls o  1 5 0  y e a r s  o f  m is e r y  a n d  d e g r a d a t i o n  i m p o s e d  u p o n  
t h e  o r ig in a l n a t i v e  in h a b i t a n t s  b y  t h e  w h it e  in v a d e r s  o f  this c o u n t r y . W e , 
r e p r e s e n t i n g  t h e  A b o r i g i n e s , n o w  a s k  y o u , t h e  r e a d e r  o f  this p a p e r ,  t o  
p a u s e  in t h e  m id s t  o f  y o u r  s e s q u i - c e n t e n a r y  r e jo ic in g s  a n d  a s k  y o u r s e lf  
h o n e s t ly  w h e t h e r  y o u r  " c o n s c i e n c e "  is c l e a r  in  r e g a r d  t o  t h e  t r e a t m e n t  o f  
t h e  A u s t r a lia n  b l a c k s  b y  t h e  A u s t r a lia n  w h ite s  d u r i n g  t h e  p e r i o d  o f  1 5 0  
y e a r s ' h is to ry  w h ic h  y o u  c e l e b r a t e ?
Y o u  a r e  t h e  N e w  A u s tr a lia n s , b u t  w e  a r e  t h e  O l d  A u s tr a lia n s . W e  h a v e  in 
o u r  a r te r ie s  t h e  b l o o d  o f  t h e  O r i g i n a l  A u s tr a lia n s , w h o  h a v e  l i v e d  in this 
l a n d  f o r  m a n y  t h o u s a n d s  o f  y e a r s . Y o u  c a m e  h e r e  o n l y  r e c e n t ly , a n d  y o u  
t o o k  o u r  l a n d  a w a y  f r o m  us b y  f o r c e . Y o u  h a v e  a l m o s t  e x t e r m i n a t e d  o u r  
p e o p l e ,  b u t  t h e r e  a r e  e n o u g h  r e m a i n i n g  t o  e x p o s e  t h e  h u m b u g  o f  y o u r  
c l a i m , a s  w h it e  A u s tr a lia n s , t o  b e  a  c iv ilis e d , p r o g r e s s iv e , k in d ly  a n d  
h u m a n e  n a t i o n . B y  y o u r  c r u e l t y  a n d  c a llo u s n e s s  t o w a r d s  t h e  A b o r i g i n e s  
y o u  s t a n d  c o n d e m n e d  in t h e  e y e s  o f  t h e  c iv ilis e d  w o r ld .
T h e s e  a r e  h a r d  w o r d s , b u t  w e  a s k  y o u  t o  f a c e  t h e  tru th  o f  o u r  a c c u s a t i o n .  
If  y o u  w o u l d  o p e n l y  a d m i t  t h a t  t h e  p u r p o s e  o f  y o u r  A b o r i g i n e s  L e g is la tio n  
h a s  b e e n ,  a n d  n o w  is, t o  e x t e r m i n a t e  t h e  A b o r i g i n e s  c o m p l e t e l y  s o  t h a t  
n o t  a  t r a c e  o f  t h e m  o r  o f  th e ir  d e s c e n d a n t s  r e m a in s , w e  c o u l d  d e s c r i b e  
y o u  a s  b r u t a l , b u t  h o n e s t . B u t  y o u  d a r e  n o t  a d m i t  o p e n l y  t h a t  y o u r  h o p e  
a n d  w ish  is f o r  o u r  d e a t h !  Y o u  h y p o c r i t i c a l l y  c l a i m  t h a t  y o u  a r e  tr y in g  t o  
" p r o t e c t "  us; b u t  y o u r  m o d e r n  p o l i c y  o f  " p r o t e c t i o n "  (s o  c a l l e d )  is killing us 
o f f  ju s t a s  s u re ly  a s  t h e  p i o n e e r  p o l i c y  o f  g i v i n g  us p o i s o n e d  d a m p e r  a n d  
s h o o t i n g  us d o w n  like  d i n g o e s !
W e  a s k  y o u  r e a d e r , t o  p u t  y o u r  m i n d , a s  a  c it iz e n  o f  t h e  A u s t r a lia n  
C o m m o n w e a l t h ,  t o  t h e  f a c t s  p r e s e n t e d  in th e s e  p a g e s .  W e  a s k  y o u  t o  
s t u d y  t h e  p r o b l e m , in  t h e  w a y  t h a t  w e  p r e s e n t  t h e  c a s e , f r o m  t h e  
A b o r i g i n e s  p o i n t  o f  v i e w . W e  d o  n o t  a s k  f o r  y o u r  c h a r i t y ; w e  d o  n o t  a s k  
y o u  t o  s t u d y  us a s  s c ie n tific  fre a k s . A b o v e  a ll, w e  d o  n o t  a s k  f o r  y o u r  
"p r o t e c t i o n . “ N o ,  th a n k s ! W e  h a v e  h a d  1 5 0  y e a r s  o f  t h a t !  W e  a s k  o n l y
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fo r  ju s t ic e , d e c e n c y  a n d  fa ir  p l a y .  Is this t o o  m u c h  t o  a s k ?  S u r e ly  y o u r  
m in d s  a n d  h e a r t s  a r e  n o t  s o  c a llo u s  t h a t  y o u  will r e fu s e  t o  r e c o n s i d e r  y o u r  
p o l i c y  o f  d e g r a d i n g  a n d  h u m ilia tin g  a n d  e x t e r m i n a t i n g  O l d  A u s t r a lia 's  
A b o r i g i n e s ?
A ll  A b o r i g i n e s , w h e t h e r  n o m a d i c  o r  c iv ilis e d , a n d  a ls o  a ll  h a lf - c a s t e s , a r e  
lia b le  t o  b e  " p r o t e c t e d "  b y  t h e  A b o r i g i n e s  P r o t e c t i o n  B o a r d s , a n d  th e ir  
l e g a l  s ta tu s  is d e f i n e d  b y  A b o r i g i n e s  P r o t e c t i o n  A c t s  o f  t h e  v a r io u s  S t a t e s  
a n d  o f  t h e  C o m m o n w e a l t h .  Th u s  w e  a r e  f o r  t h e  g r e a t e r  p a r t  d e p r i v e d  o f  
o r d i n a r y  c ivil rig h ts  a n d  c itiz e n s h ip , a n d  w e  a r e  m a d e  a  p a r i a h  c a s t e  w ith in  
this s o - c a l l e d  d e m o c r a t i c  c o m m u n i t y .
T h e  v a l u e  o f  t h e  A b o r i g i n e s  P r o t e c t i o n  A c t s  in " p r o t e c t i n g "  A b o r i g i n e s  
m a y  b e  j u d g e d  f r o m  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  a t  t h e  1 9 3 3  c e n s u s  t h e r e  w e r e  n o  
A b o r i g i n e s  le f t  t o  p r o t e c t  in T a s m a n ia ; w h ile  in V ic t o r i a  t h e r e  w e r e  o n l y  9 2  
fu ll-b lo o d s , in S o u t h  A u s t r a lia  5 6 9  full b l o o d s , in N e w  S o u t h  W a le s , 1 ,0 3 4  full- 
b l o o d s .
T h e  A b o r i g i n e s  o f  f u l l - b lo o d  a r e  m o s t  n u m e r o u s , a n d  m o s t  h e a l t h y , in t h e  
n o r t h e r n  p a r t s  o f  A u s t r a l i a , w h e r e  w h it e  " p r o t e c t i o n " exists in t h e o r y , b u t  in  
p r a c t i c e  t h e  p e o p l e  h a v e  t o  l o o k  a f t e r  t h e m s e lv e s !  B u t  a l r e a d y  t h e  h a n d  
o f  o f f i c ia l  " p r o t e c t i o n "  is r e a c h i n g  o u t  t o  d e s t r o y  th e s e  p e o p l e  in t h e  
n o r t h , a s  it h a s  a l r e a d y  d e s t r o y e d  t h o s e  in t h e  s o u t h e r n  S t a t e s . W e  b e g  o f  
y o u  t o  a l t e r  this c r u e l  s y s t e m  b e f o r e  it g e t s  o u r  3 6 ,0 0 0  n o m a d i c  b r o t h e r s  
a n d  sisters o f  N o r t h  A u s t r a l i a  in t o  its c h a r i t a b l e  c lu t c h e s !
T h e  " p r o t e c t i o n "  o f  A b o r i g i n e s  is a  m a t t e r  f o r  e a c h  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  S t a t e s ;  
w h ile  t h o s e  in  t h e  N o r t h e r n  T e rrito ry  c o m e  u n d e r  C o m m o n w e a l t h  
o r d i n a n c e s . This m e a n s  t h a t  in e a c h  S t a t e  t h e r e  is a  d i f f e r e n t  " s y s te m , " 
b u t  t h e  p r in c ip le  b e h i n d  t h e  P r o t e c t i o n  A c t s  is t h e  s a m e  in a ll S t a t e s .
U n d e r  t h e s e  A c t s  t h e  A b o r i g i n e s  a r e  r e g a r d e d  a s  o u t c a s t s  a n d  a s  in fe r io r  
b e i n g s  w h o  n e e d  t o  b e  s u p e r v is e d  in  th e ir  p r i v a t e  live s  b y  G o v e r n m e n t  
o ffic ia ls .
N o  o n e  c o u l d  d e n y  t h a t  t h e r e  is s c o p e  f o r  t h e  w h it e  p e o p l e  o f  A u s t r a l i a  t o  
e x t e n d  s y m p a t h e t i c , o r  r e a l , p r o t e c t i o n  a n d  e d u c a t i o n  t o  t h e  u n c iv ilis e d  
b l a c k s , w h o  a r e  w illin g  a n d  e a g e r  t o  le a r n  w h e n  g i v e n  a  c h a n c e .  B u t  
w h a t  c a n  b e  s a i d  f o r  a  s y s t e m  w h ic h  r e g a r d s  t h e s e  p e o p l e  a s  i n c u r a b l y  
" b a c k w a r d "  a n d  d o e s  e v e r y t h i n g  in its p o w e r  t o  k e e p  t h e m  b a c k w a r d ?  
S u c h  is t h e  e f f e c t  o f  t h e  A b o r i g i n e s  P r o t e c t i o n  A c t s  in e v e r y  S t a t e  a n d  in  
t h e  N o r t h e r n  T e rrito ry .
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N o  r e a l  e f f o r t  is b e i n g  m a d e  t o  b r i n g  t h e s e  " b a c k w a r d "  p e o p l e  f o r w a r d  
in to  t h e  n a t i o n a l  life. T h e y  a r e  k e p t  a p a r t  f r o m  t h e  c o m m u n i t y , a n d  a r e  
b e i n g  p u s h e d  fu r t h e r  a n d  fu r t h e r  " b a c k w a r d . “ W e  t a k e  a s  a n  e x a m p l e  
t h e  A b o r i g i n e s  P r o t e c t i o n  A c t  ( 1 9 0 9 - 1 9 3 6 )  o f  N e w  S o u t h  W a le s , t h e  
M o t h e r  S t a t e  o f  A u s t r a l i a , w h ic h  is n o w  s o  p r o u d l y  e n t e r in g  its 1 5 0 th  
A n n i v e r s a r y .
This A c t  s e ts  u p  a  B o a r d , k n o w n  a s  t h e  " B o a r d  f o r  P r o t e c t i o n  o f  
A b o r i g i n e s "  o f  w h ic h  t h e  C o m m i s s i o n e r  o f  p o l i c e  is e x  o f f i c io  C h a i r m a n .  
O t h e r  m e m b e r s  - n o t  e x c e e d i n g  W i n  n u m b e r  - a r e  a p p o i n t e d  b y  t h e  
G o v e r n o r .  T h e  B o a r d  h a s  p o w e r  t o  d is tr ib u te  m o n e y s  v o t e d  b y  
P a r l i a m e n t  f o r  t h e  r e lie f  o f  A b o r i g i n e s , a n d  h a s  p o w e r  " t o  e x e r c is e  a  
g e n e r a l  s u p e r v is io n  a n d  c a r e  o v e r  a ll  A b o r i g i n e s  a n d  o v e r  a ll m a t t e r s  
a f f e c t i n g  t h e  in te re s ts  a n d  w e l f a r e  o f  A b o r i g i n e s , a n d  t o  p r o t e c t  t h e m  
a g a i n s t  in ju s tic e , im p o s itio n  a n d  f r a u d ."
T h e  a r b i t r a r y  t r e a t m e n t  w h ic h  w e  r e c e i v e  f r o m  t h e  A . P .  B o a r d  r e d u c e s  
o u r  s t a n d a r d s  o f  liv in g  b e l o w  life - p r e s e r v a t io n  p o i n t , w h ic h  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  
t h e  i n t e n t io n  is t o  e x t e r m i n a t e  us. In s u c h  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  it is im p o s s ib le  t o  
m a i n t a i n  n o r m a l  h e a l t h . S o  t h e  m e m b e r s  o f  o u r  c o m m u n i t y  g r o w  w e a k  
a n d  a p a t h e t i c ,  lo s e  d e s ir e  f o r  e d u c a t i o n , b e c o m e  ill a n d  d i e  w h ile  still 
y o u n g .
A n  "A b o r i g i n e " is d e f i n e d  in t h e  N e w  S o u t h  W a le s  A c t  a s  " a n y  f u l l - b l o o d e d  
o r  h a l f - c a s t e  A b o r i g i n a l  w h o  is a  n a t i v e  o f  A u s t r a lia , a n d  w h o  is t e m p o r a r i l y  
o r  p e r m a n e n t l y  r e s id e n t  in N e w  S o u t h  W a le s . “ It will b e  n o t e d  t h a t  t h e  
B o a r d 's  " p r o t e c t i o n "  e x t e n d s  t o  h a lf - c a s t e s  a s  w e ll  a s  t o  fu ll-b lo o d s .
U n d e r  c e r t a i n  p r o v is io n s  o f  t h e  A c t ,  t h e  B o a r d  h a s  p o w e r  t o  c o n t r o l  " a n y  
p e r s o n  a p p a r e n t l y  h a v i n g  a n  a d m i x t u r e  o f  A b o r i g i n a l  b l o o d , " a n d  m a y  
o r d e r  a n y  s u c h  p e r s o n  " a p p a r e n t l y "  o f  A b o r i g i n a l  b l o o d  ( u n d e r  a  
m a g i s t r a t e 's  o r d e r )  t o  liv e  o n  a n  A b o r i g i n a l  R e s e r v e , a n d  t o  b e  u n d e r  t h e  
c o n t r o l  o f  t h e  B o a r d .
B y  a n  a m e n d m e n t  o f  t h e  A c t  ( 1 9 3 6 )  a n  a v e r m e n t  t h a t  a  p e r s o n  is a n  
" A b o r i g i n e "  is r e g a r d e d  a s  " s u ffic ie n t  e v i d e n c e  o f  t h e  tru th  o f  s u c h  
a v e r m e n t .  . .u n le s s  t h e  c o n t r a r y  is s h o w n  t o  t h e  s a t is f a c t io n  o f  t h e  C o u r t .  “ 
T h e  o n u s  o f  d i s p r o o f  is th u s  o n  t h e  a c c u s e d , c o n t r a r y  t o  t h e  t r a d it io n a l  
p r a c t i c e  o f  "British" l a w .
T h e  A b o r i g i n a l  P r o t e c t i o n  B o a r d , w h ic h  h a s  " p r o t e c t e d "  t h e  fu ll- b lo o d s  o f  
N e w  S o u t h  W a le s  s o  w e ll t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  n o w  less t h a n  a  t h o u s a n d  o f  t h e m  
r e m a i n i n g , h a s  th u s  r e c e n t l y  a c q u i r e d  t h e  p o w e r  t o  e x t e n d  a  s im ila r
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" p r o t e c t i o n "  t o  h a lf - c a s t e s , q u a r t e r c a s t e s , a n d  e v e n  to  p e r s o n s  w ith  a n y  
" a d m i x t u r e "  o f  A b o r i g i n a l  b l o o d  w h a t e v e r .
Its p o w e r s  a r e  s o  d r a s t i c  t h a t  m e r e l y  o n  s u s p ic io n  o r  a v e r m e n t  it c a n  
c o n t i n u e  its p e r s e c u t i n g  p r o t e c t i o n  u n t o  t h e  th ird , f o u r t h  a n d  fifth  
g e n e r a t i o n  o f  t h o s e  s o  i n n o c e n t l y  u n f o r t u n a t e  a s  t o  b e  d e s c e n d e d  f r o m  
t h e  o r ig in a l o w n e r s  o f  this l a n d .
T h e  P r o t e c t i o n  A c t  g i v e s  t h e  B o a r d  a n  a l m o s t  u n lim it e d  p o w e r  t o  c o n t r o l  
t h e  p r i v a t e  live s  o f  A b o r i g i n e s  a s  d e f i n e d  b y  t h a t  A c t .
F o r  e x a m p l e , t h e  B o a r d  m a y  o r d e r  a n y  A b o r i g i n a l  in t o  a n y  R e s e r v e  o r  o u t  
o f  a n y  R e s e r v e  a t  its o w n  d is c r e t io n .
T h e  B o a r d  m a y  p r e v e n t  a n y  A b o r i g i n a l  f r o m  l e a v i n g  N e w  S o u t h  W a le s .
T h e  B o a r d  m a y  p r e v e n t  a n y  n o n - A b o r i g i n a l  p e r s o n  f r o m  " l o d g i n g  o r  
w a n d e r i n g  in  c o m p a n y "  w ith  A b o r i g i n e s  ( t h u s  k e e p i n g  t h e  A b o r i g i n e s  
a w a y  f r o m  w h it e  c o m p a n i o n s h i p ) !
T h e  B o a r d  m a y  p r o s e c u t e  a n y  p e r s o n  w h o  s u p p lie s  i n t o x i c a t i n g  l iq u o r  to  
a n y  “A b o r i g i n e , o r  p e r s o n  h a v i n g  a p p a r e n t l y ,  a n  a d m i x t u r e  o f  A b o r i g i n a l  
b l o o d . "
T h e  B o a r d  m a y  c a u s e  t h e  c h ild  o f  a n y  A b o r i g i n e  t o  b e  a p p r e n t i c e d  t o  a n y  
m a s t e r  a n d  a n y  c h il d  w h o  r e fu s e s  t o  b e  s o  a p p r e n t i c e d  m a y  b e  r e m o v e d  
t o  a  h o m e  o r  in s titu tio n .
T h e  B o a r d  m a y  a s s u m e  full c o n t r o l  a n d  c u s t o d y  o f  t h e  c h il d  o f  a n y  
A b o r i g i n e .
T h e  B o a r d  m a y  r e m o v e  a n y  A b o r i g i n e  f r o m  his e m p l o y m e n t .
T h e  B o a r d  m a y  c o l l e c t  t h e  w a g e s  o f  a n y  A b o r i g i n e , a n d  m a y  h o l d  t h e m  in 
tru s t f o r  t h e  A b o r i g i n e .
T h e  B o a r d  m a y  o r d e r  a n y  A b o r i g i n e s  t o  m o v e  f r o m  th e ir  c a m p  t o  a n o t h e r  
c a m p - s i t e , a n d  m a y  o r d e r  t h e m  a w a y  f r o m  t o w n s  o r  to w n s h ip s .
T h e  B o a r d  m a y  a u t h o r is e  t h e  m e d i c a l  in s p e c t io n  o f  a n y  A b o r i g i n e  a n d  
m a y  o r d e r  his r e m o v a l  t o  a n y  in s titu tio n  f o r  t r e a t m e n t .
T h e  B o a r d  m a y  issu e  b la n k e t s , c l o t h i n g  a n d  r a t io n s  t o  A b o r i g i n e s , b u t  
b l a n k e t s  a n d  o t h e r  a r tic le s  s o  is s u e d  a r e  " c o n s i d e r e d  t o  b e  o n  l o a n  o n l y . '  
T h e  B o a r d  m a y  m a k e  r e g u l a t io n s  t o  " a p p o r t i o n  a m o n g s t  o r  fo r  t h e  b e n e f i t  
o f  A b o r i g i n e s "  t h e  e a r n i n g  o f  a n y  A b o r i g i n a l  liv in g  u p o n  a  R e s e r v e .
T h e  e f f e c t  o f  t h e  f o r e g o i n g  p o w e r s  o f  t h e  A b o r i g i n e s  P r o t e c t i o n  B o a r d  in  
N e w  S o u t h  W a le s  is t o  d e p r i v e  t h e  A b o r i g i n e s  a n d  h a lf - c a s t e s  ( a n d  o t h e r  
" a d m i x t u r e s " )  o f  o r d i n a r y  c it iz e n  rig h ts .
B y  a  c u r io u s  tw is t o f  l o g i c , t h e  A b o r i g i n e s  o f  N e w  S o u t h  W a le s  h a v e  t h e  
r ig h t  t o  v o t e  - f o r  t h e  S t a t e  P a r l i a m e n t ! !  T h e y  a r e  c o n s i d e r e d  w o r t h y  o f  
t h e  fr a n c h is e , b u t  n o t  w o r t h y  o f  o t h e r  c it iz e n  rig h ts . T h e y  a r e  o ffic ia lly
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t r e a t e d  e i t h e r  a s  a  m e n a c e  t o  t h e  c o m m u n i t y  (s im ila r t o  c rim in a ls )  o r  a s  
i n c a p a b l e  o f  l o o k i n g  a f t e r  t h e m s e lv e s  (s im ila r t o  lu n a tic s )  b u t  y e t  t h e y  a r e  
g i v e n  a  v o t e ! .
W e  r e p r e s e n t i n g  t h e  A b o r i g i n e s  a n d  h a lf - c a s t e s  o f  N e w  S o u t h  W a le s , c a ll  
fo r  t h e  a b o l i t i o n  o f  t h e  A .  P . B o a r d  in N e w  S o u t h  W a le s , a n d  r e p e a l  o f  a ll  
e x is tin g  le g is la tio n  d e a l i n g  w ith  A b o r i g i n e s .
W e  a s k  t o  b e  a c c o r d e d  full c it iz e n  rig h ts , a n d  t o  b e  a c c e p t e d  in t o  t h e  
A u s t r a lia n  c o m m u n i t y  o n  a  b a s is  o f  e q u a l  o p p o r t u n i t y .
S h o u l d  o u r  c h a r g e s  o f  m a l a d m in i s t r a t i o n  a n d  in ju s tic e  b e  d o u b t e d ,  w e  a s k  
f o r a  R o y a l  C o m m is s io n  a n d  P u b l ic  In q u ir y  in t o  t h e  c o n d it i o n s  o f  A b o r i g i n e s  
t o  b e  h e l d  in p u b l i c .
W e  c a n  s h o w  t h a t  t h e  R e p o r t  o f  t h e  A b o r i g i n e s  P r o t e c t i o n  B o a r d  o m it s  t o  
s t a t e  r e l e v a n t  f a c t s , b e a r i n g  o n  t h e  " c a r e  a n d  p r o t e c t i o n "  w h ic h  t h e  
B o a r d  is s u p p o s e d  t o  g i v e  o u r  p e o p l e .
T h e  A b o r i g i n e s  t h e m s e lv e s  d o  n o t  n e e d  o r  w a n t  this “p r o t e c t i o n . "
W e  d o  n o t  w is h  t o  b e  r e g a r d e d  w ith  s e n t i m e n t a l  s y m p a t h y , o r  t o  b e  
" p r e s e r v e d "  lik e  t h e  k o a l a  b e a r s , a s  e x h ib its ; b u t  w e  d o  a s k  f o r  y o u r  r e a l  
s y m p a t h y  a n d  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  o u r  p lig h t .
W e  d o  n o t  w ish  t o  b e  " s t u d i e d "  a s  s c ie n tific  o r  a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l  c u rio s itie s . 
A l l  s u c h  e ffo r t s  o n  o u r  b e h a l f  a r e  w a s t e d . W e  h a v e  n o  d e s ir e  t o  g o  b a c k  
t o  t h e  p r im it iv e  c o n d it i o n s  o f  t h e  S t o n e  A g e .  W e  a s k  y o u  t o  t e a c h  o u r  
p e o p l e  t o  liv e  in t h e  m o d e r n  A g e ,  a s  m o d e r n  c itiz e n s . O u r  p e o p l e  a r e  
v e r y  g o o d  a n d  q u i c k  le a rn e r s . W h y  d o  y o u  d e l i b e r a t e l y  k e e p  us  
b a c k w a r d ?  Is it  m e r e l y  t o  g i v e  y o u r s e lv e s  t h e  p l e a s u r e  o f  f e e l i n g  
s u p e r io r ?  G i v e  o u r  c h ild r e n  t h e  s a m e  c h a n c e s  a s  y o u r  o w n , a n d  t h e y  will 
d o  a s  w e ll a s  y o u r  c h ild r e n !
W e  a s k  f o r  e q u a l  e d u c a t i o n , e q u a l  o p p o r t u n i t y , e q u a l  w a g e s , e q u a l  rig h ts  
t o  p o s s e s s  p r o p e r t y , o r  t o  b e  o u r  o w n  m a s t e r s  - in  t w o  w o r d s ; e q u a l  
c itiz e n s h ip ! H o w  c a n  y o u  h o n e s t ly  r e fu s e  this? In N e w  S o u t h  W a le s  y o u  
g i v e  us t h e  v o t e , a n d  t r e a t  us a s  e q u a l s  a t  t h e  b a l l o t  b o x .  T h e n  w h y  d o  
y o u  i m p o s e  t h e  o t h e r  u n f a ir  re s tric tio n  o f  rig h ts  u p o n  us?  D o  y o u  r e a lly  
th in k  t h a t  t h e  9 ,8 8 4  h a lf - c a s t e s  o f  N e w  S o u t h  W a le s  a r e  in n e e d  o f  y o u r  
s p e c i a l "p r o t e c t i o n "?  D o  y o u  r e a lly  b e l i e v e  t h a t  th e s e  h a lf - c a s t e s  a r e  
" n a t u r a lly  b a c k w a r d "  a n d  l a c k i n g  in  n a t u r a l  in t e llig e n c e ?  If s o , y o u  a r e  
c o m p l e t e l y  m is t a k e n . W h e n  o u r  p e o p l e  a r e  b a c k w a r d ,  it is b e c a u s e  y o u r  
t r e a t m e n t  h a s  m a d e  t h e m  s o . G i v e  us t h e  s a m e  c h a n c e s  a s  y o u r s e lv e s ,
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a n d  w e  will p r o v e  o u r s e lv e s  t o  b e  ju s t a s  g o o d , if n o t  b e t t e r , A u s tr a lia n s , 
t h a n  y o u ! .
K e e p  y o u r  c h a r i t y !  W e  o n l y  w a n t  ju s t ic e !
T h e  p o p u l a r  Pre ss o f  A u s t r a l i a  m a k e s  a  j o k e  o f  us b y  p r e s e n t in g  silly a n d  
o u t - o f - d a t e  d r a w i n g s  a n d  j o k e s  o f  " J a c k y "  o r  "B in g h i, “ w h ic h  h a v e  
e d u c a t e d  c it y - d w e lle r s  a n d  y o u n g  A u s t r a lia n s  t o  l o o k  u p o n  us a s  s u b ­
h u m a n . Is this n o t  a d d i n g  insult t o  in ju ry ?  W h a t  a  d ir ty  trick, t o  p u s h  us 
d o w n  b y  la w s , a n d  t h e n  t o  m a k e  fu n  o f  us ! Y o u  k ic k  us, a n d  th e n  l a u g h  a t  
o u r  m is fo r tu n e s . Y o u  k e e p  us i g n o r a n t , a n d  t h e n  a c c u s e  us o f  h a v i n g  n o  
k n o w l e d g e . W a k e  u p , A u s tr a lia n s , a n d  re a lis e  t h a t  y o u r  c r u e l  j o k e s  h a v e  
g o n e  o v e r  t h e  lim it!
W e  a p p e a l  t o  y o u n g  A u s tr a lia n s , o r  t o  c i t y  d w e l l in g  A u s tr a lia n s , w h o s e  
k n o w l e d g e  o f  us is g a i n e d  f r o m  t h e  c o m i c  P re ss o r  f r o m  t h e  " w i n d o w  
d r e s s in g "  A b o r i g i n a l  S e t t l e m e n t  a t  L a  P e r o u s e , t o  s t u d y  t h e  m a t t e r  m o r e  
d e e p l y ,  a n d  t o  re a lis e  t h a t  t h e  t y p i c a l  A b o r i g i n a l  o r  h a l f - c a s t e , b o r n  a n d  
b r e d  in t h e  b u s h , is ju s t a s  g o o d  a  c it iz e n , a n d  ju s t a s  g o o d  a n  A u s t r a lia n , a s  
a n y b o d y  e ls e . A b o r i g i n e s  a r e  i n t e r e s t e d  n o t  o n l y  in b o o m e r a n g s  a n d  
g u m  l e a v e s  a n d  c o r r o b o r e e s !  T h e  o v e r w h e l m i n g  m a j o r i t y  o f  us a r e  a b l e  
a n d  w illin g  t o  e a r n  o u r  liv in g  b y  h o n e s t  toil, a n d  t o  t a k e  o u r  p l a c e  in  t h e  
c o m m u n i t y , s id e  b y  s id e  w ith  y o u r s e lv e s .
T h o u g h  m a n y  p e o p l e  h a v e  r a c i a l  p r e j u d i c e , o r  c o l o u r  p r e j u d i c e , w e  
r e m i n d  y o u  t h a t  t h e  e x i s t e n c e  o f  2 0 ,0 0 0  a n d  m o r e  h a lf - c a s t e s  in A u s t r a l i a  
is a  p r o o f  t h a t  t h e  m ix t u r e  o f  A b o r i g i n a l  a n d  w h it e  r a c e s  is p r a c t i c a b l e .  
P r o fe s s o r  A r c h i e  W a t s o n , o f  A d e l a i d e  U n iv e r s ity , h a s  e x p l a i n e d  t o  y o u  t h a t  
A b o r i g i n e s  c a n  b e  a b s o r b e d  i n t o  t h e  w h it e  r a c e  w ith in  t h r e e  g e n e r a t i o n s ,  
w i t h o u t  a n y  f e a r  o f  a  " t h r o w - b a c k . "  This p r o v e s  t h a t  t h e  A u s t r a lia n  
A b o r i g i n a l  is s o m e w h a t  s im ila r in b l o o d  t o  y o u r s e lv e s , a s  r e g a r d s  in te r ­
m a r r i a g e  a n d  i n t e r - b r e e d i n g . W e  a s k  y o u  t o  s t u d y  this q u e s t i o n , a n d  t o  
c h a n g e  y o u r  w h o l e  a t t i t u d e  t o w a r d s  us, t o  a  m o r e  e n l i g h t e n e d  o n e . Y o u r  
p r e s e n t  o f f ic ia l  a t t i t u d e  is o n e  o f  p r e j u d i c e  a n d  m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g . W e  
a s k  y o u  t o  b e  p r o u d  o f  t h e  A u s t r a lia n  A b o r i g i n a l , a n d  t o  t a k e  his h a n d  in  
frie n d s h ip . . .
A t  w o rs t, w e  a r e  n o  m o r e  d irty , l a z y , s t u p id , c r im in a l, o r  i m m o r a l  t h a n  
y o u r s e lv e s . A ls o , y o u r  s la n d e r s  a g a i n s t  o u r  r a c e  a r e  a  m o r a l  lie, t o l d  t o  
t h r o w  a ll t h e  b l a m e  fo r  o u r  tr o u b le s  o n  t o  us. Y o u , w h o  o r ig in a lly  
c o n q u e r e d  us b y  g u n s  a g a i n s t  o u r  s p e a r s , n o w  r e ly  o n  s u p e r io r ity  o f  
n u m b e r s  t o  s u p p o r t  y o u r  fa ls e  c la im s  o f  m o r a l  a n d  i n t e lle c t u a l  s u p e rio r ity .
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